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PREFACE 


F or most church members, the book of Revelation is a 
closed book. They avoid it. thinking it too mysterious 
for them to understand. On the other hand, a few 
people seem to live in the book of Revelation, concentrating 
all their reading of Scripture on this one book alone. Both 
of these extremes arc shortsighted atid ill-advised. 


The book of Revelation contains passages of great beauty 


and comfort that have sustained Christian believers over the 


ages. Douhdcss there are parts that seem to the casual reader 
to be hi/arre and bewildering. But when one approaches the 


book recognizing that it belongs to a special type of literature 
(the apocalyptic type), then one can begin to appreciate the 
overall message of John, the theologian of Patinos. Of course, 
some parts will remain enigmatic, but on the whole the 
attentive reader will be surprised to find how much of the 


book makes sense. 


For a good many years the present writer has had an 
academic as well as a personal interest in the book of Revela¬ 
tion. The task of giving lectures on Revelation to theological 
students as well as presenting Bible studies of this book to 
church people in various congregations has required both a 
scholarly and a devotional consideration of this remarkable book. 


The approach of the present volume has in mind the needs 
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and interests of the general nontheological reader. Special 
attention is directed to the literary form and the spiritual 
message of Revelation. Footnotes are kept to a minimum, and 
the application is more than once directed to present-day 
realities of the Christian life. 

Quotations of Scripture are made from the New Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible. In the exposition of the text 
occasional phrases have been adapted from the present 
writer’s comments on Revelation in The New Oxford Annotated 
Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 

In conclusion, I must thank many who have contributed to 
whatever insights into the meaning of Revelation may be 
contained in the following pages. Questions from hoth stu¬ 
dents and church members, as well as information gleaned 
from a broad range of commentaries, have helped to bring 
these chapters to a focus. It is hoped that the first steps 
undertaken here will kindle in readers a new appreciation for 
the book of Revelation, leading to further study of its pages. 

The volume is dedicated to my wife, Isobel Mackay Metzger, 
without whose help and encouragement it would not have 
been written. 


Bruce M. Metzger 
Princeton Theological Seminary 

Princeton, Newjersey 
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INTRODUCING 

THE BOOK OF REVELATION 


T in entire Bible is a library, containing different 
types of books. Now different types of literature 
make their appeal to the reader through different 
avenues. For example, the Psalms of David touch one's 
emotions: “Bless the Lord. O mv soul, and all that is within 
me, bless his holy name” (Ps. 103:1). In the Bible are also 
hooks of law that involve commands: “l)o this!” “Don't do 
that!” Such hooks speak to our will, requiring us to re¬ 
spond positively or negatively. Still other biblical writings, 
such as Paul’s Letter to the Romans, appeal primarily to 
our ml riled. We need to think carefully and patiently as we 
seek to follow the apostle's theological reasoning. 

The hook of Revelation is unique in appealing primarily to 
our imagination —not, however, a freewheeling imagination, 
but a disciplined imagination. This book contains a series of 
word pictures, as though a number of slides were being shown 
upon a great screen. As wc watch we allow ourselves to he 
carried along by impressions created by these pictures. Many 
of the details of the pictures are intended to contribute to the 
total impression, and are not to be isolated and interpreted 
with wooden literalism. 
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Preliminary Considerations 

In order to become oriented to the book of Revelation one 
must take seriously what the author says happened. John tells 
us that he had a series of visions. He says that he “heard” 
certain words and “saw” certain visions. Over the centuries 
there have been occasional individuals with the gift of being 
susceptible to visionary experiences. The author of Revelation 
seems to have been such a person. 

In order to understand what is involved in a visionary 
experience we may consider Ezekiel’s vision of a valley full of 
dry bones (Ezek. 37:1-4). In this vision the prophet saw the 
assembling of the bones into skeletons and the coming of 
sinews and flesh, climaxed by restoration to life, so that “they 
lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude” (Ezek. 37:10). 
We are not to understand that bones were actuallv scattered 

J 

around in a valley; the account is purely symbolic. The 
prophet's visionary experience pictured the revival of the 
dead nation of Israel, hopelessly scattered in exile. Through 
this vision Ezekiel was assured that the dispersed Israelites, 
living as exiles in foreign lands, would be re-established as a 
nation in their own land. 

The Acts of the Apostles reports several instances of vision¬ 
ary experiences (9:10; 10:11; 16:9; 18:9; 22:17; cf. 27:23). One 
of the most significant was the apostle Peter’s experience at 
the house of Simon, a tanner, in Joppa. In this case a natural 
cause cooperated in producing the vision. Hungry, and wait¬ 
ing for a meal to be prepared, Peter fell into a trance and saw 
“something like a large sheet coming down, being lowered to 
the ground by its four corners” (Acts 10:11). In it were all kinds 
of quadrupeds, reptiles, and birds, both fit and unfit for food 
according to Jewish law and custom. The vision was accompa¬ 
nied by a heavenly voice bidding Peter to slaughter and eat 
what was provided (Acts 10:13). This vision taught Peter that, 
as a Jewish Christian, he need no longer restrict his diet to 
kosher foods only, but was permitted to visit and even to reside 
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al the home of Gentiles. 1 We are not to think that there was 
literally a sheet filled with various creatures. 

Similarly, when the book of Revelation reports that John 
“saw a heast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven 
heads" (13:1), there is no reason to imagine that such a 
creature actually existed. Nevertheless, the vision had pro¬ 
found significance for John—and still has for the reader today 
(see pp. 75-77 below). Such accounts combine cognitive in¬ 
sight with emotional response. They invite the reader or 
listener to enter into the experience being recounted and to 
participate in it, triggering mental images of that which is 
described. 

John’s Symbolic Language 


In repot ting his visionary experiences John frequently uses 
symbolic language. Sometimes he explains the meaning of the 
symbols. Other symbols really need no explanation; for exam¬ 
ple, the number seven. Everyone knows that there are seven 
days in a week; then another week begins. And so seven means 


completion or perfection. Other symbols in Revelation can be 
understood in the light of the svmholism used in the Hebrew 
Scriptures, particularly the hooks ol Ezekiel, Daniel, and 
Zechariah. It is clear that John had studied the Old Testament 
very thoroughly. Of the 404 verses that comprise the 22 
chapters of the hook of Revelation, 27H verses contain one or 
more allusions to an Old Testament passage. John had so 
thoroughly pondered the Old Testament that when it came 
to recording the import of his visions of Ciod and of heaven, 
he expressed himself by using phrases borrowed from the 
prophets of Israel. Therefore, in attempting to understand 
John’s svmholism, we must consider not only the book itself, 
but also his use of the Old Testament. 


I Because ot ihc vision. Petri agreed to go to the home of ihe Roman ceiiiunou. 
Cornelius, where he slaved tor several days preaching 10 (ieniilrs (Arts MCiiMH). 
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No doubt some ofjohn’s symbols seem exceedingly strange 
to readers today. For example, the Roman Empire is symbol¬ 
ized as a beast like a leopard with feet like a bear’s and a mouth 
like a lion’s mouth (13:2)—all very horrihle indeed, as those 
who were being persecuted by Rome knew well. Such strange 
beasts were more or less commonplace features in apocalyptic 
literature—and the book of Revelation is a notable example 
of that literary genre. More will be said later about such 
literature, but for the moment it is sufficient to remind our¬ 
selves that we too make use of animals as symbols of nations 
and groups: the British lion, the Russian hear, the American 
eagle, the Democratic donkey, the Republican elephant. A 
newspaper cartoonist may show' a donkey tugging at one end 
of a rope and an elephant tugging at the other. Young chil¬ 
dren or new immigrants may not understand that symbolism. 
Later, they will recognize the competition within a two-party 
system. In the same way, some of the imagery in Revelation 
may seem unusual or even bizarre, but on further reflection, 
and with the use of a disciplined imagination, the meaning 
will usually become clear. In any case, it is important to 
recognize that the descriptions are descriptions of symbols, not of 
the reality conveyed by the symbols. 

IDENTITY OF THE AUTHOR 

The author four times calls himself “John" (1:1, 4,9; 22:8). 
This name was common among Jews from the time of the 
Exile onward and among the early Christians. Four persons 
are mentioned in the New Testament who bore this name. 
Which of these is intended, or whether the author was some 
other early Christian leader with this name, has been exten¬ 
sively debated. The absence of any specific data in the book 
itself makes it difficult to come to a firm decision. Since there 
is no qualifying identification (such as ‘John the elder’’ or 
“John Mark”), it is probable that the author intends his 
readers to understand that he is the John, who was so well 
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known that he needed no titlesor credentials. Certainly from 
the mid-second century onward the book was widely, though 
not universally, ascribed to the apostle John, the son of Zebe- 
dec. This attribution was accepted in the West beginning with 
Justin Martyr of Rome (a.iv 150), Irenaeusof Gaul (180), and 
Tertullian of North Africa (200). 

In the Hast, however, apostolic authorship was sometimes 
rejected, notably by the so-called Alogi (a group of heretics in 
Asia Minor, about ad. 170), as well as by Dionysius, bishop of 
Alexandria (after 247). Dionysius argued on the basis of 
differences ot vocabulary and grammatical style between the 
Fourth Gospel and the Apocalypse and believed the latter to 
be the work of another person namedjobn, who, however, he 
was prepared to say, was “holy and inspired. 

From this point on, the apostolic origin of Revelation was 
frequently disputed in the East. Eusebius (\.n 825) wavered 
between regarding the book as “recognized" or as “spurious.” 
Bui after Athanasius of Alexandria ( \ n. 867) and the Latin 
church under the influence of Augustine toward the end of 
the fourth century had accepted Revelation in their lists of the 
canon, the book was no longer officiallv contested as part of 
the New Testament. Even though the precise identity of 
"John" is still debated today, interpretation of the book does 
not depend on certainty concerning this matter. 

Time of Writing of Revelation 


The book of Revelation was composed and sent to seven 
churches in the Roman province of Asia at some point be¬ 
tween A.n. 69 and 96 in order to encourage them with the 
assurance that, despite all the forces marshalled against them, 
victory was theirs if they remained loyal to Christ. Although 
some scholars have identified the persecutions alluded to in 
the book as originating from the Emperor Nero ( vtv 54-68), 


Rc|x>U«*d bv Kiisrhius in his (Jiurch fliUuiy V. xxv. 7. 
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it is more likely that the book reflects the conditions prevailing 
during the latter years of the Emperor Domitian (a d. 81-96). 

Prior to Domitian the state religion had not discriminated 
against the Christian faith. Nero’s mad acts against Christians 
were restricted to Rome (see pp. 85-86 below) and had noth¬ 
ing to do with the issue of worship. The first emperor who 
tried to compel Christians to participate in Caesar worship was 
Domitian. Toward the close of his reign he became so over- 
weeningly proud and arrogant that he demanded people 
address him as "our lord and god” (dominus et deus nosier in 

Latin). Of course, faithful Christians would not address any 

* 

human being as lord and god or participate in offering in¬ 
cense to him in temples built in his honor. The Jews had 
earlier been granted immunity from such requirements, and 
could legally abstain from pagan worship. At first the Roman 
authorities regarded the Christians as a sect within Judaism. 
But toward the close of the first century it became clear that 
the church was separate from the synagogue; therefore, Chris¬ 
tians who refused to participate in emperor worship exposed 
themselves to the charge not only of being unpatriotic, hut 
also of being subversive and enemies of the state. Conse¬ 
quently, at various times and places they suffered persecution 
because of their faith. 

Also favoring the close of the first century as the time of the 
composition of Revelation is the fact that, according to 2:8-11, 
the church in Smyrna had been persevering under trials for 
a long time, whereas according to Polycarp, :t the bishop of 
Smyrna in the first half of the second century, the church 
there did not yet exist until after the time of Paul (that is, in 
the 60s). Furthermore, in 3:17 the church in Laodicea is 
described as rich, though this city had been almost completely 
destroyed by an earthquake in a.d. 61 (see p. 43 below). 

One may conclude, therefore, that the book of Revelation 
was written toward the end of Domitian’s reign, about a.d. 

3. His I slier lo the PhiUpfrians, 11.3. 
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90-95. This date is corroborated by the testimony of early 
church fathers, such as Irenaeus (a.D 180), Clement of Alex¬ 
andria (200), Origen (254), and Eusebius (325). 

Literary Genre of the Book 

John called his book an “Apocalypse,” meaning an unveil¬ 
ing, a disclosure. This alerts us at once to pay attention to the 
special characteristics of this book, so different from other 
types of literature. During the two centuries before and after 
Christ a considerable number ofjewish and Christian writings 
appeared that belong to the category of apocalyptic literature. 
Jewish apocalyptic literature begins with the book of Daniel, 
though apocalyptic tendencies can be seen in Isaiah 24—27. 
Ezekiel 38-39, and Zechariah 9-14, where there are frequent 
references to the approaching “day of the Lord." 

Important apocalyptic writings outside the Old Testament 
are the book of Enoch, the Apocalypse of Baruch, the Fourth 
Book of Ezra, the Ascension of Isaiah, the Apocalypse of 
Zephaniah, and parts of the Sibylline Oracles. 1 The apocalyptists 
receive their revelations in ecstatic or dream visions, which are 
reported with the stylistic features tvpical of apocalyptic litera¬ 
ture. Persons are represented in the likeness of animals, and 
historical events in the form of natural phenomena. Colors and 
numbers have secret meanings. The images themselves often 
have a history behind them and originate from astrological, 
cosmological, and mythological tradition of antiquity. 

Although there are no formal laws that are applicable to all 
apocalypses, most of these books have the following basic 
features: 

1. The authors of such books view the universe as divided into 
two camps, one good and the other evil. These camps are 

4 All English translation of these and other apocalyptic boots is available in Thr 
OU! rrtfnm/'nt FvuHfptgmftKa. vol. 1, Aporahptif Iilnaturr and Tnlanrnls, ed. James H. 
t'hai'U'sworth (Garden Cits. N.Y.: Doubleday. 19HS». 
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engaged in a long and fearful struggle. Behind die conflict 
are supernatural powers (Ciod and Satan) at work among 
people and institutions. In everyday life it is not always easy to 
distinguish clearly the works of the two, but at the end of lime 
every human being will be found to be on one side or the 
other. The final separation of the two is the meaning of 
judgment. 

2. Apocalypses usually contain predictions about the final 
outcome of human affairs, focusing on the last age of the 
world, when good will triumph and evil will bejudged. Present 
troubles are represen ted as "birth pangs" that will usher in the 
End. God has set a limit to the era of wickedness and will 
intervene at the appointed time to execute judgment. In the 
final battle the powers of evil, together with the evil nations 
they represent, will be utterly destroyed. Then a new order 
will be established, when the End will be as the Beginning, 
and Paradise will be restored. 

Outline of the Book 

The focus of the book of Revelation is the Second Com¬ 
ing of the Lord Jesus Christ and the definitive establishment 
of God’s kingdom at the end of time. Corresponding to this, 
the structure of the book involves a series of parallel yet 
ever-progressing sections. These bring before the reader, over 
and over again, but in climacteric form, the struggle of the 
church and its victory over the world in the providence of God. 
There are probably seven' 1 of these sections, though only five 
are clearly marked. The plan of the whole, then, can be 
divided as follows: Prologue (1:1-8); seven parallel sections 

5. John is Fond of sevens; he mentions seven golden lampsiands, seven stars, seven 
flaming torches, seven spirits of God, seven eyes, seven seals, seven angels, seven 
trumpeLs, seven thunders, seven heads on the dragon, seven plagues, seven bowls, 
seven mountains, and seven kings. Furthermore, without directly enumerating them. 
John includes seven beatitudes scattered throughout his book (see p. 22. note I 
below) as well as the seven-fold praise presented to the I,amb (5:12). 
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divided at 3:22; 8:2; 11:19; 14:20; 16:21; and 19:21; Epilogue 

( 22 : 6 - 21 ). 

Here and there in John's account of his visionary experi¬ 
ences he uses the word then. There is, however, no reason to 
assume that the order in which John received his visions must 
he the order in which the contents of the visions are to he 
fulfilled. In chapter 12, for example, we will find a vision that 
takes us back to the time of the birth of Jesus. Such features 
in the book should make us wary of turning Revelation into a 
kind of almanac or time chart of the last days based on the 
sequence of the visions that John experienced. Like any good 
teacher, lie knows that repetition is a helpful learning device, 
and so he repeals his messages more than once from differing 
points of view. 
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2 

JOHN'S VISION OF 
THE HEAVENLY CHRIST 

(Revelation 1:1-20) 


THE PROLOGUE (1:1‘3) 


I n ilit* opening sentence of the prologue John dis- 
< loses lo ihc reader the origin and content of his 
hook: "'File revelation of Jesus Christ, which God 
gave him lo show his servants what must soon take 
plate; he made it known by sending his angel to his 
servant John” (1:1). The source of the revelation is 
God, who speaks through the Son, who shows to God’s 
people the things that are to be. This revelation is the 
revelation “of Jesus Christ,” which can mean either 
that the revelation was made by Jesus Christ or that it 
was made about him or that it belongs to him. In a 
sense all three are true: the revelation comes from God 
through Jesus Christ, who communicates it to John by 
an angel. The revelation is Jesus Christ's and the chain 
of communication is God—Jesus Christ—angel — 
John—to the churches. The purpose of the revelation 
is to show “what must soon take place." Here the sense 
of “must" is not the necessity imposed by Fate, but the 
sure fulfillment of the purpose of God. The word 
soon indicates that John intended his message for 
his own generation. 
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The material in the book of Revelation is so important that 
a blessing 1 is promised to the one who reads it aloud, and to 
those who hear and who keep what is written in the prophecy 
(1:3). The word aloud is not in the Greek, but is implied. In 
New Testament times reading was usually a group activity, with 
one person reading to others. Not all people, of course, could 
read; furthermore, manuscripts of books were expensive, and 
few Christians could afford them. In the absence of printed 
books, great emphasis was laid in the early church on the 
public reading of handwritten copies of communications to 
congregations (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27; cf. 1 Tim. 4:13).John 
calls his book prophecy ,; it has the weight of the words of the 
prophets of the Old Testament. For this reason, therefore, a 
divine blessing can be pronounced on those who read and 
who hear the book. 

The Salutation: Greetings to the Churches 

(Revelation 1:4-8) 

The practical character of the prophetic word (1:3) is 
implied by the personal greetings that the writer extends to 
the recipients of his book. The immediate recipients are “the 
seven churches that are in Asia” (1:4). The salutation thus 
indicates that the entire book, and not merely the portion 
containing the seven letters (chapters 2 and 3), is intended 
for the churches of Asia. This "Asia” does not refer to the great 
continent of that name, but to the Roman province of Asia, 
located in the western part of what we call Asia Minor. We do 
not know on what principle the seven churches were selected. 
There were certainly more than seven churches in the region 
by the time this book was written (Acts 20:5ff.; Col. 1:2; 4:13). 
John may have had a special relationship with these seven. In 
any case, seven is a number symbolizing completeness. The 

1. There are seven beatitudes scattered through the book of Revelation. The 
other six are at 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7 and 14. 
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particular churches addressed were, therefore, representative 
of the whole church in all the world. 

John opens his communication with a dual salutation, 
“Grace and peace.” The apostle Paul had used this salutation 
at the beginning of all his letters, and it soon became a 
traditional greeting among Christians (compare also 1 and 2 
Peter 1:2). The salutation invokes the grace and peace (the 
two always stand in this order, never peace and grace) that 
come from (iod. and reminds us of the favor and acceptance 
that Cod has extended to believers. And it is because of God’s 
grace that his people can enjoy peace—peace with God as well 
as the peace of God, resulting in inner poise and tranquility, 
even amid the hardest experiences of life. 

To this dual salutation John adds three phrases identifying 
the source of the grace and peace. They come, he savs, “from 
him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the 
seven spirits who arc before his throne, and f rom Jesus Christ" 
(1:4). We see here an allusion to the three Persons of the 
Godhead, though they are arranged in an unaccustomed 
order, and the manner of referring to the Holy Spirit is 
unusual. Perhaps we would have been inclined to say that God 
is the one who was, and is, and is to be, but John wishes to 
stress the eternal presence of God and so he begins by refer¬ 
ring to the one who “is."This is the primary thing to say about 
God: God is the ever-present one. Here John ntav be- alluding 
to die self-disclosure of God to Moses, “I am who I am" (Kxod. 
3:14). 


Grace and peace, John continues, also come “from the 
seven spirits who arc before the throne." Although some have 
taken this to refer to seven created angels, it is more likely that 
John uses the expression in order to symbolize the plenitude 
and power of the Holy Spirit. The idea seems to arise from 
Isaiah 11:2 in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the 
Septuagint) where seven designations of the spirit of the Lord 
are mentioned: “the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the 
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spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and 
godliness, the spirit of the fear of God.” 

Grace and peace are also from Jesus Christ, who is de¬ 
scribed as “the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and 
the ruler of the kings of the earth” (1:5). In a day when many 
were suffering because of their Christian witness, it would 
encourage them to be reminded that Jesus Christ was “the 
faithful witness” par excellence (see 1 Tim. 6:13). The following 
description, “the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the 
kings of the earth,” is an echo of Psalm 89:27, where God 
appoints David (and, hy implication, the son of David) “the 
firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth.” Here John’s 
use of the title “the firsthorn” is related to Christ’s status in 
resurrection, as in Colossians 1:18 (cf. 1 Cor. 15:20; also Rom. 
8:29). 

Butw'hy doesJohn list the three in the order of God, Spirit, 
and Jesus Christ? The answer is simple: John intends to con¬ 
tinue his reference to Jesus Christ by the addition of a doxol- 
ogy and other statements about Christ, and so, instead of 
interrupting the sequence of subjects (God—-Jesus—Spirit— 
and Jesus once again), he varies the accustomed order so as 
to provide a smoother transition to the doxology. John’s 
further description of Jesus Christ identifies him as the one 
“who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood" (1:5). 
The choice of tenses of the verbs is noteworthy. Jesus Christ, 
he says, loves us right now in the present, and in the past he 
freed us from our sin when he died on the cross. Some of the 
later Greek manuscripts read, “who loves us and washed us 
from our sins,” where the scribes confused the word lusanli 
(“freed”) with the word lousanti (“washed”). Actually both 
readings are theologically significant: believers have been 
freed from the chain of sin as w'ell as cleansed from the stain 
of sin. 

The act of Christ’s setting us free from our sins was followed 
by his making us to be “a kingdom, priests serving his God and 
Father” (1:6). This is the truth that Protestant Reformers 
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emphasized in the doctrine of the universal priesthood of all 
believers. Through Jesus Christ every Christian has access to 
God and can intercede on behalf of others. 

The solemn opening of the book reaches its climax with 
words ascribed to the Lord (iod: “I am the Alpha and the 
Omega" (1:8), These are the first and last letters of the Greek 
alphabet, and suggest that God is first and last, an idea that 
was earlier expressed by Isaiah (44:6), implying that God was 



brought out once again by the addition ol the statement, “who 
is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty." At this point 
the introductory paragraphs come to a close. 


John’s First Vision 

(Revelation 1:9-20) 


John introduces his first vision by telling his readers that 
he was on the island of Patinos because he had proclaimed 
God's message and the truth that Jesus revealed (1:9-10). 
Patinos is a rocky, mountainous island, about ten miles long 

and six miles wide, some thirty miles west of Asia Minor in the 

* 

Aegean Sea. The Romans used it as a place of political banish¬ 


ment. 

How long John had been on Patinos we do not know, but 
he tells us that on a certain Lord’s day he fell into a trance and 
was caught up in the spirit. A trumpet-like voice behind him 
said, “Write- in a book what vou see and send it to the seven 


churches, to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamum, to Thyatira, 
to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to 1-todicea" (1:11). 

Why do the names of the churches stand in their present 
order? Some have suggested that the messages sent to them 
depict successively the status of the church at important stages 
down through the ages. But there is not the slightest indica- 


2. Whether the seer had writing materials on Palmos and was able to write the 
b<x)k while in exile, or whether this could he done onlv after the death of Dontitian 
(A.iv ^t>) when John returned once again to Ephesus, is not known. 
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tion in the text that this is so. The reason for the present order 
is much more simple: it is the order in which, starting from 
Ephesus (the city closest to Patmos), a messenger carrying the 
book would travel, somewhat in a semicircle, going succes¬ 
sively to each of the churches. The average distance between 
each locality is between twenty-five and fifty miles. A glance at 
a map (see p. 20) will show that the seven cities are so situated 
as to be centers from which the book could be circulated 
through a very wide expanse of country. 

Having heard the trumpet-like voice behind him, John 
turned and beheld the heavenly Christ in majestic, breathtak¬ 
ing splendor. This is how he describes his vision: 

I saw seven golden lampstands, 3 and in the midst of the 
lampstands I saw one like the Son of Man, clothed with a 
long robe and with a golden sash across his chest. 11 is head 
and his hair were white as white wool, white as snow; his 
eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished 
bronze, refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the 
sound of many waters. In his right hand he held seven 
stars, and from his mouth came a sharp, two-edged sword, 
and his face was like the sun shining with full force. (1:12- 
16 ) 

How shall we understand this description of the heavenly 
Christ? It may seem paradoxical to say that the description 
docs not mean what it says; it means what it means. We note 
first that the writer explains part of the symbolism at the end 
of the chapter: “the seven lampstands arc the seven churches” 
(1:20). Therefore when John says he saw Christ in the midst 
of the lampstands, he wants to let us know that Christ is not 
an absentee landlord. On the contrary, he is in the midst of 
his churches, supporting them during trials and persecutions. 
Furthermore, when John describes Christ as wearing a long 

3. The rendering “candlesticks" in some English versions is a mistake in 
translation; candles were not invented until the Middle Ages. 
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robe with a golden sash across his chest, we should ask our¬ 
selves who wore that kind of clothing. The answer is that kings 
wore such garments, and that this is John's way of referring to 
Christ as king. 

When we read that Christ has hair like white wool, white as 
snow, John does not mean that the Lord is prematurely aged. 
This description is taken f rom a passage in Daniel (7:9) where 
the prophet describes his vision of Cod, the Ancient of Days. 
In this way John assigns a dignity to Christ in terms that 
resemble Daniel’s vision of Cod Almighty. Piercing eyes "like 
a flame of lire" burn away our shams and hypocrisies, looking 
into our innermost selves. “Feet like burnished bronze" rep¬ 
resent strength and stability (contrast Dan. 2:33. 41). John 
describes the voice of Christ as penetrating and unmistakable, 
"like the sound of many waters," words that the prophet 
K/ekiel used to describe the God of Israel (Ezek. 43:2). The 
meaning of the seven stars that Christ holds in his right hand 
is explained at the end of the chapter; thev “are the angels of 
the seven churches" (1:20). The sword that comes from his 
mouth symbolizes his word of judgment (see Heb. 4:12). 
Finally, John says that the face of Christ is like the sun shining 
with full strength. What a magnificent climax to an exalted 
vision! 

Instead of takingJohn’s account with flat-footed literalism, 
we should imaginatively allow ourselves to he guided by the 
poetic quality of the narrative. We trivialize the account if we 
make a composite picture of the heavenly Christ showing each 
of these features literalisticallv. One should think of it like this: 


a young man writes a lose letter to his fiancee, describing how 
charming she is. Her eyes, he says, are like limpid pools of 
water, her cheeks are like rose petals, and her neck is graceful, 
like the neck of a swan. If someone were to draw a picture, 
literalisticallv depicting all these features, the voting woman 
certainly would not feel flattered! So too, John’s description 
of the heavenly Christ does not mean what it savs; it means 
what it means. 
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In the presence of such a sublime and wonderful experi¬ 
ence, John is overcome with awe, and he falls down "as though 
dead” (1:17). But he is quickly made to stand up again by the 
touch of Christ’s right hand—for the whole point of the vision 
is not to overwhelm John, but to reassure him by showing 
Christ resplendent with divine attributes. After biddingjohn 
not to be afraid, Christ identifies himself, saying, “I am the 
first and the last, and the living one. I was dead, and see, I am 
alive forever and ever; and I have the keys of Death and of 
Hades” (1:17-18). In these three statements the seer is assured 
that the heavenly Christ bears the same titles as does the Lord 
God, the Almighty (see verse 8), and that after Jesus had 
conquered death, he is preeminently “the living one . . . alive 
forever and ever.” To “have the keys of Death and of Hades" 
is to possess authority over their domain. No distinction is to 
be drawn here between Death and Hades; they combine to 
express one idea, the realm of the departed. Because Christ 
has the “keys,” the time and manner of the death of each 
person are under his control. Therefore his people, who were 
sometimes threatened with death because of their loyalty to 
him, need not fear that death will separate them from his love. 

At the conclusion of the vision, John receives the command 
to write “what you have seen, what is, and what is to take place 
after this” (1:19). What John has seen embraced both the 
situation already in existence and things that still lay in the 
future. One of the chief problems in the interpretation of the 
book of Revelation is to distinguish between those elements 
in John’s visions that symbolize “what is” from those that 
symbolize “what is to take place after this” (1:19). 
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LETTERS TO CHURCHES 


(Revelation 2:1-29) 


U M ike John’s vision of the heavenly Christ in chap¬ 
ter I, the setting of chapters 2 and 3 is on earth. 
These two chapters present the messages that 
Christ directs to each of seven churches in the Roman 
province of Asia, located in the western part of Asia Mi¬ 
nor. By the 90s of the first centurv there were mam more 
/ - 

than seven churches in western Asia Minor. Besides those 
mentioned here, we know from Paul’s letters the names of 
several other cities in which there were Christian congre¬ 
gations. Why, we may ask, were no messages written to 
them? It may he, of course, that John was acquainted with 
just these seven. On the other hand, since seven is a very 
special number, meaning complete, all-inclusive, it ap¬ 
pears that, by identifying just seven churches, John wishes 
to suggest that the messages are intended for all churches, 
wherever they may be located. 

The literary structure of the seven letters 1 discloses a certain 

/ 

uniform pattern. Each message is prefaced with an identifica¬ 
tion of the heavenly Christ. John uses one or another of the 


I. The messages to the seven churches have been traditionally called -letters."but 
there is no evidence that these portions of chapters 2 and 3 originated ** separate 
documents. All ( ’.reek manuscripts of the book of Revelation incorporate all of them, 
and none of the seven exists bv itself. 
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various features from the symbolic description of Christ that 
he gave in chapter 1. Thus, the first letter is introduced by the 
statement, “ These are the words of him who holds the seven 
stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden 
lampstands” (2:1, cf. 1:20). This is a declaration of the con¬ 
tinuing presence of Christ with his people and his care and 
concern for them. 

The message of each of the seven letters is directed to the 
angel of the particular church that is mentioned. The term 
angel in this context could denote the local church leader, or 
it could refer to the spiritual guardian angel of that church. 
Certainly the consistent usage of the word elsewhere in die 
book argues strongly for the latter view. 

The opening words, “I know,” to each of the seven churches 
indicates that Christ knows the special circumstances of that 
church. Consequently the statement that follows is either 
commendation for faithfulness in Christian commitment, or 
condemnation for slackness and unfaithfulness. Although the 
letters differ in length in accord with the needs of each 
community, all conclude with an appeal to hold last and to 
listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches. Each church 
is promised that everyone who conquers will be rewarded by 
Christ. The word conquer is a military term. It suggests that the 
Christian life, so far from being a bed of roses, involves a 
struggle against anyone and anything that saps the Christian 
life of all that gives it strength and power. 

The Letter to the Church in Ephesus 

(Revelation 2:1-7) 

Ephesus was the principal city of Asia Minor, with a popu¬ 
lation of about 250,000. It was wealthy and cosmopolitan. 
Trade passed through it by land and water; it hustled witli 
commercial life. Ephesus could also boast of having one of the 
seven wonders of the ancient world: the temple of Diana (or 
Artemis, as she was called by the Greeks), the great mother 
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goddess. Ancient descriptions of the temple, as well as its 
depiction on ancient coins, testify to the architectural gran¬ 
deur of the building. Standing on a platform measuring more 
than one hundred thousand square feet (twice the size of an 
American football Held), the temple itself consisted of one 
hundred columns. Each was a monolith of marble fifty-five 
feet in height, and the eighteen at each end were sculptured. 
The internal ornamentation was of extraordinary' splendor, 
adorned by works of art created by famous Greek artists. From 
all parts of the Mediterranean world tourists and devotees 
came to view and to worship in the great temple. 

The Christian faith was established at Ephesus in the 60s of 
the first century. Paul had spent three years there during his 
third missionary journey (Acts 20:31). One result of his preach¬ 
ing was the reduction in the sale of silver souvenirs of the temple 
of Diana. The book of Acts (19:21-41) tells of the uproar that 
occurred when the guild of silversmiths, fearful that their sales 
would keep falling away, started a riot in order to prevent f urther 
Christian influence from hurting their business. 

On a subsequent visit when Paul took leave of the elders of 
the church at Ephesus, lie warned them, with tears in his eyes, 
that they were in for a time of trouble. These are his words: “1 
know that after 1 have gone, savage wolves will come in among 
you, not sparing the flock. Some even from your own group 
will come distorting the truth in order to entice the disciples 
to follow them” (Acts 20:29-30). It is to this church at Ephesus 
that John is writing in the 90s when the second generation of 
believers makes up the congregation. What Paul had foreseen 
in the 60s has now occurred. False leaders have arisen and are 


leading believers astray. To this church the heavenly Christ 
says: "I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance. 
I know that you cannot tolerate evildoers; you have tested 
those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found 
them to be false” (2:2). 

These words are followed by words of condemnation: “But 
I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love vou 
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had at first” (2:4). The Ephesians had made a good start. They 
had weeded out those who were spreading ideas that did not 
ring true according to the apostolic faith.- But the weeding- 
out process had been achieved at a high cost. The love for 
Christ they had at first had grown cold; also the love they used 
to have for other believers was replaced by suspicions of 
unsound teaching. 

Anyone who has attended a church or parish meeting on 
some matter of principle knows how easily divisive situations 
arise. At Ephesus there had been the separation of those who 
should be together. Therefore the heavenly Christ warns the 
readers: “Repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I 
will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, 
unless you repent" (2:5). The presence of Christ departs when 
well-intentioned people, zealous to find the right way, depart 
from the ultimate way, which is love. 

Tbe letter concludes with an exhortation and a promise: 
“Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying 
to the churches” (2:7). Of course everyone has ears, but the 
sense here is that everyone who has spiritual perception 
should listen. The promise is, “ To everyone who conquers, I 
will give permission to eat from the tree of life that is the 
paradise of God” (2:7). The tree of life, which had been 
denied to Adam (Gen. 3:22), is now accessible to the con¬ 
queror; to the person, that is, who obeys tbe message of the 
letter and overcomes in the conflict with evil. 

The Letter to the Church in Smyrna 

(Revelation 2:8-11) 

The messenger, traveling about thirty-five miles north from 
Ephesus, would reach another of the great cities of Asia 
Minor—Smyrna (Izmir, on today's map). A city of great antiq- 

2. On the “works of the Nicolaitans" (2:6), see the comments on 2:14-15 (p. 55 
below). 
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uity, Smyrna became a large and prosperous commercial 
center. The city was renowned for its loyalty to Rome and its 
ritual worship of the emperor. Almost three hundred years 
before the writing of Revelation the first temple in the world 
dedicated to the goddess Roma was built in Smyrna. Seventy 
years before John’s banishment the city dedicated a magnifi¬ 
cent temple in honor of the Emperor Tiberius. Thereafter it 
was a center of worship of both Rome and Caesar. 

The letter to the church in Smvrna is the shortest of the 

/ 

seven messages and, like the letter to the church in Philadel¬ 
phia, contains no condemnation, only commendation. The 
Christians at Smyrna had to endure persecution and depriva¬ 
tion, due no doubt to their refusal to take part in ceremonies 
connected with emperor worship. In addition to poverty, the 
Christians of Smyrna had to bear with the lies spread bv 
certain Jews, who were accusing them of being agitators 
against the civil authorities (2:9). 

(Christ’s exhortation to these persecuted believers was to lx* 
faithful to ilie extent of being ready to die for his sake (2:10). 
Opposition to the gospel was so fierce that martyrdom ap¬ 
peared to be a t eal possibility. Indeed, one of the best-known 
(Christian martyrs of all ages was a native of Smyrna. This was 
Polycarp, who, according to both Ircnacus and Tertullian, 
had been consecrated bishop of Smyrna by John himself . 
Undoubtedly, he would have read this letter and pondered its 
message. Perhaps it was a source of strength to him when his 
hour of martyrdom came in February of the vear 156, 


To the faithful at Smyrna who do not flinch, Christ prom¬ 
ises to give “the crown of life” (2:10). In Greek there are two 
words that can be translated "crown.” One is diadrmn, which 
means a royal crown; the other, which is used here, is siefthanos, 
which usually has something to do with joy and victors . John 
is referring to the garlands that were presented to the winners 
at the Olympic and other games. 

To the faithful another promise is made: they “ will not be 
harmed bv the second death.” What is the second death? Our 
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first death happens when we take our last breath on earth. 
The second death comes to impenitent sinners at the Final 
Judgment. Later in the book (see p. 96) John is more specific 
about what this involves, and who will suffer it (20:6, 14; 21:8; 
cf. also the words of Jesus in Matt. 10:28 and Luke 12:4-5). 

The Letter to the Church in Pergamum 

(Revelation 2:12-17) 

Pergamum, about fifty miles north of Smyrna, was a 
city that had many claims to distinction. Since the second 
century before Christ it was the capital of the Roman 
province of Asia. The city was renowned for its library, 
which rivaled the famous library at Alexandria and has 
left a monument to that name in our word parch turn I 
(derived from “Pergamum”). No traveler could visit Per¬ 
gamum without being impressed by its welter of temples 
and altars. Temples to innumerable pagan gods dotted 
the city. Behind the city was a terraced hill on which 
stood an immense altar to Zeus. The altar stood on a 
huge platform surrounded hy colonnades, and the whole 
structure looked like an enormous throne. On this plat¬ 
form animal sacrifices were burned twenty-four hours a 
day by a constantly changing team of priests. The over¬ 
powering smell of burning animal flesh permeated the 
air in Pergamum, and all day long a column of smoke 
could be seen from miles around, serving to keep the 
supremacy of Zeus ever in the public eye. 

Pergamum was also a center for the worship of Asclepius, 
the god of healing. Sanatoria were attached to the temples 
where the sick were laid in the hope that one of the sacred 
snakes would touch and heal them. (The serpent was As- 
clepius's symbol, and it is still depicted in the caducous, the 
insignia of medical associations.) To John, however, the ser¬ 
pent was a symbol of the personification of evil, “that ancient 
serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan” (12:9). In view of 
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such a multiplicity of forms of paganism, it is not surprising 
that the heavenly Christ writes to the church in Pergamum, “I 
know where you are living, where Satan’s throne is" (2:13). 

Pergamum was not an easy city lor Christians to live in, and 
it must have been a great comfort for believers there to know 
that the lord knew what they were experiencing. Hostility to 
the chinch was determined and more vicious in Pergamum 
than in many other towns. There had been real persecution, 
and a believer named Antipas had been put to death (2:13) 
in order to persuade the others to forsake their faith, and to 
discourage others from becoming Christians. 

The church, however, needed help not only against ene¬ 
mies outside but also against enemies within. Some members 
held “to the teaching of the Nicolaitans” (2:15). The sect 
against whose works the church at Ephesus had heen warned 
(2:6) had also made inroads at Pergamum. According to Acts 
15:2*.). the Jerusalem church had earlier advised Oentile con¬ 
verts to abstain from food sacrificed to idols. However, Chris¬ 
tians interpreted this advice in different ways. Paul clearlv 
regarded it as meaning that believers should not take part in 
sacrificial meals held at pagan shrines, but were otherwise f ree 
to eat whatever was put in front of them, and to buy whatever 
was sold in the market (1 Cor. 8:7-13; 10:20-21). Most of the 
meat sold in the market came from temples, where it had been 
sacrificed to a god—hut only a token part was burnt on the 
altar, and the rest was sold. We do not know what sort of rules 
the churches in Asia followed. But it seems clear from the 


sternness of this message to Pergamum that Christians there 
had adopted a life-style very similar to that of their environ¬ 
ment. In fact, their adaptation to the non-Christian environ¬ 
ment also involved an equally permissive attitude to the lax 
sexual morality of the Nicolaitans (2:14-15). The Lord tells 
them to repent, otherwise they will be punished (2:16). 

To those who stand hrm against both persecution and false 
teachings the Lord promises to give some of the hidden 
manna (2:17). Manna was the food supplied by God to the 
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Israelites during their long journey from Egypt to the prom¬ 
ised land (Exod. 16:32-34). Besides the hidden manna, the 
heavenly Christ promises to “give a white stone, and on the 
white stone is written a new name that no one knows except 
the one who receives it" (2:17). In ancient times a white stone 
was greatly prized, cither as an amulet, especially if the name 
of some deity was engraved upon it, or as a mark of member¬ 
ship in a special group. 

The Letter to the Church in Thyatira 

(Revelation 2:18-29) 

Thyatira, about forty-five miles southeast on the road from 
Pergamum to Sardis, was a town of considerable commercial 
importance in which there were many traders and artisans. 
Ancient records indicate the presence there of many trade 
guilds. .Archaeologists have found inscriptions that mention 
guilds of woolworkers, linen workers, makers of outer garments, 
dyers, leatherworkers, tanners, potters, bakers, slave dealers, and 
bronzesmiths. Such guilds combined some of the features of our 
modern trade unions with certain religious features. Banquets 
of the members of the guild often took place within a pagan 
temple or shrine, where an animal was offered to the gods and 
then eaten by the members of the guild. 

This obviously put Christians in a difficult dilemma. If they 
did not participate in such feasts and ceremonies of the guild, 
they would be unable to make a living. If they did participate, 
they were being unfaithful to the Lord. 

Christ begins the letter to Thyatira by commending the 
devout Christians there for their efforts to remain faithful: “I 
know your works—your love, faith, service, and patient endur¬ 
ance" (2:19). It is good to read, “I know that your last works 
are greater than the first.” There is progress in the life of this 
congregation, which forms a contrast to the church in Ephe¬ 
sus where the members arc reprimanded for having fallen back 
(2:4). There is much to commend at Thyatira. 
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At the same time, the church at Thyatira was guilty of tolerating 
a woman “ who calLs herself a prophet" (2:20). John identifies her 
with the name of her Old Testament counterpart, Jezebel, Ahab’s 
Phoenician queen, who corrupted the faith of Israel with “die 
many whoredoms and sorceries" of her native gods, Baal and 
Asiarte (2 Kings 9:22; cf. 1 Kings 16:31-33). The heavenly Christ 
had called the would-be prophet to repentance, but she refused 
“to repent of her fornication" (2:21). Here the word furmcatimi is 
probably used in the Old Testament sense of ajiosiasy. Her 
teaching of what the writer witheringly calls “the deep things of 
Satan" (2:24) had the effect of compromising Christian commit¬ 
ment by taking part in pagan practices. We should not minimize 
the importance of problems confronting first-century Christians, 
for it was economic suicide to reject the minimum requirements 
for guild membership. Nor should we dismiss this problem its only 
of academic interest, as if it docs not concent us. Kvety generation 
of Christians must face the question: How far should 1 accept and 
adopt contemporary standards and practices? 

To the usual phrase, “everyone who conquers,” there is 
added “and continues to do my works to the end” (2:26)— 
where “my works” is contrasted with “her doings." “ To the 
end" suggests that perseverance in the Christian life is 
all-important. 

Two rewards are promised to those who conquer: they will 
share in Christ’s messianic rule over the nations (2:26), and 


to them Christ will give the morning star (2:28). The promise 
of the gift of the morning star is. of course*, not to be* under¬ 
stood literalistically as the bestowal of millions of tons of inert 
matter; the expression is a metaphor announc ing the daw n of 
a new day and the fulfillment of hope after the night of 
longing and expectation. In fact, John’s symbolism of "morn¬ 
ing star” is indicated at the very end of his book where the 
Lord describes himself as "the bright morning star" (22:16). 
In pledging to give this star to the conqueror, Christ is pledg¬ 
ing to give himself. The ultimate reward enjoyed bv Christians 
is to be with their Ixird. 
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MORE LETTERS TO 
CHURCHES 


(Revela tion 3:1-22) 


The Letter to the church in Sardis 

(Revelation 3:1-6) 



ardis, a busy commercial and industrial city at the 
junction of five roads about thirty miles south of 
Thyatira, had been the capital of the ancient region 


called Lydia. In the sixth century b c. it was one of the 
greatest cities of the world, where the fabulous King Croe¬ 
sus reigned amid his treasures. Even though the citadel of 
Sardis was situated on an almost impregnable hill with 
sheer cliffs on three sides that dropped some fifteen hun¬ 
dred feet to the valley helow, the city had twice suffered 
humiliating defeats. In the sixth century B.o., because of 
lack of vigilance, the city experienced a stealthy attack by 
the Persians, and once again, through the negligence of 
its defenders, Sardis was captured by Antiochus the Great 
in 214 b.c. Still later in its history, in a.d. 17 the city was 
devastated by a catastrophic earthquake. Through the 
generosity of the Emperor Tiberius, who remitted the 
taxes for five years, the city was rebuilt, and began once 
again to flourish as a woolen center. Although the city had 
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lost most of its former glory, it was still known for its 
wealth, and also for its luxurious and licentious living. 

To the church in Sardis, Christ presents himself as the one 
who has The seven spirits of God and the seven stars’* (3:1). 
These words indicate his sovereign control over churches and 
the source of spiritual power. Certainly the church at Sardis 
needed just such a reminder, for this congregation, though 
having a '‘name of being alive," was in fact “dead" (3:1). No 
condemnation could he sharper; the church was an example 
ofTnerelv nominal Christianity. 

/ f 

Aik! yet the laird does not hegin the letter with threats; he 
begins with a series of urgent admonitions: "Wake up, and 
strengthen what remains. . . . Rcmernher then what you 
received and heard; obey it, and repent" (3:2-3). Here are five 
staccato imperatives: Wake up! Strengthen what remains! 
Remember! Obey! Repent! 

As the city had fallen in the past lx*causeof lack of vigilance, 
so now the Sardians are reminded to be watchful and to shake 
off their apathy. If, however, they “do not wake up,” Christ 
says, “I will come like a thief ”—that is to sav, he will come at 

* 4 

an unexpected hour. This is not a reference* to the Second 
Coming, which will lake place whether the Sardians are watch¬ 
ful or not. Christ comes in many ways and at many times, and 

IS s 

this is clearly a limited coming in judgment upon the unre¬ 
pentant. 

The situation at Sardis was critical hut not hopeless. There 
were “still a few persons in Sardis who had not soiled their 
clothes" (3:4). Archaeologists have found inscriptions posted 
in pagan shrines in Asia Minor that indicate that those who 
wore dirty clothing were excluded from worship because they 
were an insult to the gods. But the meaning here is probably 
symbolic, with clothes symbolizing the purity of their Chris¬ 
tian life (see Zcch. 3:3-5). 

Christ’s promise to the faithful few is that henceforth “they 
will walk with me, dressed in white, for thev are worthy" (3:4). 
Memhers of the Jewish sect of the Essenes at Quint an wore 

:v\ 
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white garments as a symbol of their inner purity. White was 
the color used by the Roman emperor in a triumphal proces¬ 
sion. In the Old Testament white garments signify heaven 
(Dan. 7:9) and festivity (F.ccles. 9:8). All these symbols are 
included here with the emphasis on victory: “If you conquer, 
you will be clothed like them in white robes” (3:5). 

A further promise made by Christ to faithful Christians is 
phrased negatively: “I will not blot your name out of the book 
of life” (3:5), In ancient cities the names of citizens were kept 
in registers and were erased upon death or the commission of 
a treasonous act. The idea of writing names in the book of life 
had a long history in Judaism. Moses prayed that if God would 
not forgive the sin of the Israelites in the golden calf episode, 
he wished to be blotted out “of the book that you have written" 
(Exod. 32:32; cf. Ps. 69:28). By the time of Daniel the theme 
had developed to include the idea of books being opened on 
the day of judgment (Dan. 7:10; 32:1). The idea of a divine 
register is found frequently in the New Testament; it is re¬ 
ferred to byjesus (Luke 10:20), Paul (Phil. 4:3), and especially 
John, w'ho often refers to such records (Rev. 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 
20:12, 15; 21:27), but says nothing about the manner in which 
they are kept. 

The final promise is directed to those who conquer, “I will 
confess your name before my Father and before his angels” 
(3:5), and is a repetition of Jesus’ pronouncement in the 
Gospels that he would acknowledge those who acknowledge 
him before others (Matt. 10:32; Luke 12:8). The concluding 
words of the letter are thus a challenge to the readers to be 
faithful. 

The Letter to the Church in Philadelphia 

(Revelation 3:7-13) 

Philadelphia was about thirty-five miles southeast of Sardis. 
The city had been founded in the second century B.c. by 
Attalus II Philadelphos, one of the kings of Pergamum, and 
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was the youngest of the seven cities. Hhilndelphos is the Greek 
word that means “one who loves his brother." Such was the 
af fection of Attains for his brother Eumenes that he was called 
Philadelphos, and it was after him that Philadelphia was 
named. 

The ancient historian Strabo called Philadelphia “a city full 
of earthquakes." Earth tremors were frequent, and had caused 
many former inhabitants to leave the citv for a safer home in 
the surrounding country. The severe earthquake of \D 17. 
which had devastated Sardis, almost completely demolished 
Philadelphia. But by the 90s, with the aid of an imperial 
subsidy, Philadelphia had been rebuilt, and within the citv 
there was a congregation of Christian believers. 

The church in Philadelphia was vers different from the 
church in Sardis. It was poor, small, and harassed both by 
pagan rili/ens and by the local synagogue; but its members 
had not straved from the wav. The letter to Sardis contains 

0 / 

almost unmitigated censure; the letter to Philadelphia is one 
of almost unqualified commendation. The opening formula, 
“I know your works," is followed bv no word of reproof but bv 
the declaration, "1 base set before you an open door" (3:8). 
What is ibis door that has been opened wide and that "no one 
is able to shut” ? In Christian understanding, a “door" was a 
technical expression for an opportunity for spreading the 
gospel (see ! Cor. lt>:9; 2 Cor. 2:12: Col. 4:3). The church, 
though small, had a great missionary task to perform. 

The missionary zeal of the church, however, had been met 


with opposition. The source of this opposition appeared to 
have come from the Jewish population of the citv, who re¬ 
jected the claim of Christians to be the spiritual Israel. Since 
John himself had been born a Jew, we must not take the 
expression "those of the synagogue of Satan" (3:9) in an 
anti-Jewish or anti-Semitic sense. The synagogue at Philadel¬ 
phia was criticized, not for being Jewish, but for being hostile 
to Christians. The authorities of the synagogue would un¬ 
doubtedly have excommunicated any of their group who 
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confessed Jesus as the Messiah. Never mind, says Christ; the 
time will come when those who have resisted the gospel will 
yet recognize the church as the true “Israel of God” (see Gal. 
6:16) and “will learn that I have loved you" (3:9). 

A reward is promised to this little church. Because it had 
faithfully kept “my word of patient endurance,” Christ says, 
“1 will keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the 
whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth” (3:10). The 
phrase "the inhabitants of the earth” is an expression used 
elsewhere in Revelation to refer to the enemies of the 
church. This is the first indication in the book of an ap¬ 
proaching general visitation, which will be portrayed in the 
successive series of judgment-visions from chapter 6 on¬ 
ward. It is not easy to determine whether the promise, “I will 
keep you from the hour of trial” (3:10), means “keep you 
from undergoing the trial” or “keep you throughout the 
trial." But the promise can scarcely mean entire escape from 
suffering, because the promise to the one who conquers 
(verse 12) shows that there will be martyrs. It appears, 
therefore, that the Philadelphia church will not be spared 
from testing. It will be kept in, not from, the time of trouble. 

The special reward promised to the one who conquers is 
addressed (as in each of the seven letters) to the individual 
members of the church: “I will make you a pillar in the temple 
of my God; you will never go out of it” (3:12). The idea of 
making the victor a pillar in God’s temple is clearly symbolic, 
for later in the book John will insist that there is no need for 
a temple in God’s city (21:22). John is not in the slightest 
concerned to keep the details of one vision consistent with 
those of another. In each he is making a point with emphasis, 
and we should not try to dovetail one vision into the details of 
another. Apocalyptic imagery is sufficiently fluid to allow the 
figure of a temple in one vision and to dismiss it in another. 

The metaphor of a pillar in God’s temple can be under¬ 
stood either as a pillar supporting the roof of the sanctuary, 
or as a freestanding pillar as a lasting monumen t. Then as now 
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it was customary' to erect such pillars or columns with inscrip¬ 
tions to celebrate the lives or victories of great leaders. In any 
case, the point seems to be that the pillar will not be moved 
from its base, as had happened to many pillars in earthquake- 


prone Philadelphia. 

The letter closes with the same exhortation that appears at 

the end ol each letter , “I-ct anyone who has an ear listen to 

# 

what the Spirit is saying to the churches" (3:13). The message 
to each church is at the same time a message to all churches. 


The Letter to the Church in Laodicea 

(REVELATION 3:14-22) 


Laodicea completed the semicircle of cities to which, starl¬ 
ing at Ephesus, a person would have traveled in order to 
deliver the seven messages. It was about one hundred miles 
east of Ephesus and about forty miles southeast of Philadel¬ 
phia. The city was founded about the middle of the third 
centurv u< by Antiochus II of Svria and named in honor of 
his wife I .aodice. 

Laodicea w r as one of the richest commercial centers of Asia 
Minor. A severe* earthquake devastated the city in \ l>. fil. but 
so rich and independent were its citizens that they refused 
financial assistance from the Roman government, and out of 
their own resources and bv their own efforts thev eventually 

0 * < 

rebuilt their city. Laodicea was noted for its textile products: 
the local wool, said to be even softer than that of Miletus, was 
raven-black in color. The ci tv was also the chief medical center 
of Phrygia, and was famous for its eye salve, which was ex¬ 
ported far and wide. 

Laodicea, Hierapolis, and Colossae formed a cluster of 
cities that were evangelized in the 60s during Paul's Ephesian 
ministry (Acts 19:10)—not by Paul in person but. as it appears, 
by his colleague. Epaphras (Col. 4:12-13). Paul, however, 
regarded those cities as part of his appointed mission field 
(Col. 2:1), and asked the Colossian Christians to convev his 
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greetings to believers in Laodicea—among whom “Nympha 
and the church in her house” are specially mentioned (Col. 
4:15). 

By the 90s of the first century' the spiritual condition of the 
church in Laodicea had deteriorated sadly. The decline of the 
church may have been due in part to the material wealth of 
its members and to the luxury of their life-style. In any case, 
this church receives the severest condemnation of the seven 
to which John is bidden to write. 

As in the other letters, the heavenly Christ is introduced 
by a brief description that accents his mysterious divine-hu¬ 
man personality. To the Laodiceans he writes as "the Amen” 
(3:14). This Hebrew word is familiar to us through its use 
at the end of prayers. But its meaning here, somewhat 
different from the liturgical use, is brought out by the words 
that immediately follow, “the faithful and true witness” 
(3:14). The title may have been suggested by Isaiah 65:16, 

where “God of faithfulness” would be literally translated 

✓ 

“God of Amen.” Jesus Christ is the perfect Amen of God, 
whose words and promises are true beyond all doubt. Christ 
is further identified as “the origin of God’s creation” (3:14). 
He is not part of the creation, but is the moving cause 
behind all creation (see John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:15, 18). 

The solemnity of such titles enhances the sternness of 
Christ’s reproof of the Laodicean church. The reprimand is 
the most severe in the seven letters, with no word of commen¬ 
dation. The church is accused (3:15-16) of being neither hot 
nor cold, but of being lukewarm. 1 That is, among its member¬ 
ship were those who thought there might be a middle ground 
between worshiping God and worshiping the emperor; that 
in some way they could remain in the Christian church while 
at the same time obeying the emperor’s command to worship 

I. The Laodicean church is the only one of the seven to add an adjective to the 
English language—and a pretty' discreditable one at that! The word l.aoditean is 
defined in the American Heritage Dictionary as "indifferent or lukewarm esp. in 
religion.’' 
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him. On the contrary, in their loyalty to Christ they must be 
“hot"; those who were content to be “lukewarm" might just as 
well go to the extreme of heing completely “cold." 

Tepid religion is nauseating, and the Ix>rd of the church 
expresses in the strongest way his repudiation of the church 
by the warning, “I am about to spit you out of niv mouth" 
(3: Hi). Their boast of material sufficiency (“You say, ‘I am rich, 
1 have prospered, and I need nothing”’) is deceptive, and 
shows a proud, smug self-complacency. Materially affluent 
and sell-satisfied, the church is spiritually “wretched, pitiable, 
poor, blind, and naked” (3:17). There is some irony in these' 
words, which contrast sharply with the achievements at 
I .aodicea in banking, medicine, and the manufacture of cloth- 
ing. 

To such a church Christ gives his solemn admonition, “I 
counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire” (3:18). The 
parallel with Isaiah 55:1, “You that have no money,. . . come, 
buy wine and milk without money and without price,” shows 
that “buying" is figurative for obtaining. Christ admonishes 
the church to realize that it is actuallv poor in spiritualitv and 
that it needs to obtain from him the gifts that cannot be 
purchased with money. 

Somewhat abruptly, the author changes from his rather 
harsh denunciation to an approach of affection and tender 
concern. The proper response to divine correction is to “be 
earnest, therefore, and repent” (3:19). This is the fifth call to 
repentance in these letters (see 2:5. lb, 21; 3:3); Smyrna and 
Philadelphia alone needed no such admonition. Ixtodicea’s 
repentance would involve the replacement of complacency 
with zealous concern. 

To the call to repentance Christ adds the most tender 


message found in any of the seven letters. “Listen! 1 am 
standing at the d<xir, knocking; if you hear my voice and open 
the door, 1 will come in to you and eat with you, and you with 
me” (3:20). Christ's knocking on the door is a simple but 
profound picture of grace and free will in action. The scene 


45 



BREAKING THE CODE 

has been unforgettably captured by Holman Hunt in his 
famous painting, The Light of the World. The Lord has come 
and is knocking at the door, but there is no handle or latch 
on the outside of the door; it must be opened from within. 
Christ promises to enter when the resident opens the door. 
More than that, the image of eating with the Lord symbolizes 
the joy of fellowship. In the Near East the sharing ot'a common 
meal indicates the forming of a strong bond of affection and 
companionship. As such it became a common symbol of the 
intimacy to be enjoyed in the coming messianic kingdom. 

The concluding promise belongs to the coming age and 
is limited to those who conquer, that is, to those who win in 
the struggle against self-indulgence, self-conlidence, and self- 
satisfaction. To all such Christ promises, “I will give [you] a 
place with me on my throne, just as I myself conquered and 
sat down with my Father on his throne” (3:21). The promise 
to rule with Christ is one that is made often (1:6; 5:10; 20:6; 
22:5; see also Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:28-30; 2 Tim. 2:12). The 
symbolism of the throne signifies royal honor—and a place 
with Christ is the highest honor conceivable for a Christian. 

In the final verse wc hear for the seventh and last time the 
exhortation, “Listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches” (3:22). It is noteworthy that although each letter is 
addressed to a different church, the concluding formula 
refers to “the churches.” That is, the message to each church 
is at the same time a message to all churches. The seven 
churches provide examples of the kinds of things that can go 
wrong in any church. These are the danger of losing the love 
that one had at first (Ephesus), fear of suffering (Smyrna), 
doctrinal compromise (Pergamum), moral compromise 
(Thyatira), spiritual dcadness (Sardis), failure to hold fast 
(Philadelphia), and lukewarmness (Laodicea). 
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JOHN’S VISION 
OF GOD AND THE LAMB 


(Revelation 4:1-5:14) 


U ni. IKK chapters 2 and 3, which arc focused on the 
conditions of seven churches located in western 
Asia Minor, the focus of chapters A and f> is 
heaven. They describe John's vision of God on the throne 
and of the Lamb of God, who is of course Jesus Christ. 

I'ntil now the svmbols in Revelation have been relativelv 

* 

straightforward and their meaning relatively easy to un¬ 
derstand. From here onward thev become more difficult 

* 

and complex. Nevertheless. In using a disciplined imagi¬ 
nation one can follow the author's meaning, at least to 
some degree. 

John be gins by saving that he saw a door standing open in 
heaven and heard a trumpet-like voice saving, "(a»me up here, 
and I will show you what must take place after this" (-1:1). In 
the Greek language in which the book was written the word 
translated “open" signifies not only that the door to heaven 
stood open but that it remains open. Thus the way is clear for 
others as well as the seer to appreciate the splendor and 
majesty of the heavenly scene. 

On hearing the trumpet-like voiccjohn at once sensed that 
he “was in the spirit," an awareness continuing or correspond¬ 
ing to his experience referred to in 1:10, “1 was in the spirit 
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on the Lord's day.” This now enabled him to respond to the 
invitation, “Come up here,” and to describe what he saw and 
heard after passing through the door opened in heaven. 
There he gazed on the majestic spectacle of a throne and of 
the Lord God Almighty seated on the throne (4:2). Here the 
New Revised Standard Version punctuates the sentence with 
an exclamation mark in order to suggest something of the 
profound awe that John experienced during his vision. In 
what follows he attempts to describe the transcendental glory 
and grandeur of God who reigns from the throne. But how 
was he to convey the dazzling brilliance of this exalted scene? 
The finite languages of earth are incapahle of defining the 
infinite realities that John saw in heaven; hence he must use 
earthly analogies, but always with the understanding that the 
heavenly reality far surpasses the earthly symbol. 

In accord with the reluctance of Jewish writers to picture 
God, John carefully avoids any descriptive detail. No form is 
visible, and the writer refrains from even mentioning the 
august name of God. He says that the one seated on the throne 
“looks like jasper and carnelian” (4:3). These are two precious 
or semiprecious stones. There are several kinds of what in 
ancient times was called jasper; probably John has in mind a 
translucent type of jasper, which is clear as crystal (see also 
21:11). When such a stone is polished it sparkles and flashes 
with luminous splendor. Is not this a beautiful and poetic way 
to draw attention to what other biblical writers refer to as the 
holiness and glory of God? 

In addition to jasper, John tells us that God looks like 
carnelian. This gemstone is usually a deep reddish color. 
When one holds a carnelian in one's hand, it seems as though 
a fire is smoldering inside the stone. Docs John mean to 
suggest that, in addition to the holiness of God, God also 
burns in wrath against sin? If this is what is suggested, then 
John’s conception of God is altogether like that of other 
biblical authors. 

Continuing to contemplate the vision of God seated upon 
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the throne, John notices that “around the throne is a rainbow 
that looks like an emerald” (4:3). For the Jews the rainbow was 
the sign of the covenant of God's mercy. According to the 
hook of Genesis, after the flood (iod declared to Noah that 
though humankind might again fall into grievous sin, “never 
again shall there bo a Hood to destroy the earth." .As a pledge 
of me rev (iod declared, “I have set mv how in the clouds, and 

4 9 

it shall be a sign of the covenant" ((Jen. 9:11, 13). So when 
John says that he saw a rainbow arching over and around the 
throne of (iod, he is suggesting that (.iod is merciful in all that 
he does. John of course knew that a rainbow has a whole 
spectrum of colors, hut he says that this rainbow is emerald 
green in color. Green is soothing, like meadows and distant 
forests. (.ould this mean that after having been exposed to the 
brilliance of God's holiness and the heat of God’s wrath 
against sin, the man of Patinos is comforted by the assurance 
of divine merev that overarches all of God's deeds? 

9 

If we are correct in understanding the import of John’s 
words, then we can appreciate that his concept of the nature 
of God is altogether in keeping with the theology taught 
elsewhere in the Scriptures. The difference involves only the 
manner in which John expresses himself, namely hv means of 
evocative poetic symbolism. Such descriptions would corneas 


a tonic to persecuted Christians, reminding them of the 
splendor and majesty and power of Clod that are projected bv 
these scintillating images of the divine Presence and the 
radiance surrounding the throne. 

We must acknowledge, however, that other parts of the 
description of John's vision are less clear to us. The precise 
meaning of some of the details is anvbodv's guess. Who are 
the “twenty-four elders, dressed in white robes, with golden 
crowns on their heads" (4:4)? Seated on thrones around the 


throne of (iod. these elders may represent the twelve patri¬ 
archs of the Old Testament and the twelve apostles of the New 
lestament. symbolizing the two covenants of the people of 
(iod. 1 heir thrones and white garments suggest that thev are 
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kingly priests, while their crowns represent the idea of reign¬ 
ing. The awesome vision is enhanced by “flashes of lightning, 
and rumblings and peals of thunder” that issue from the 
throne (4:5). One is reminded of similar visible and audible 
manifestations of God’s presence on Sinai prior to giving the 
law to Moses (Exod. 19:16). In Hebrew poetry the thunder¬ 
storm suggests God's presence and majesty (1 Sam. 2:10). 

Between John and the throne is a flat pavement-like sur¬ 
face, “like a sea of glass, like crystal” (4:6). The God of Israel 
had once seemed to stand on “something like a pavement of 
sapphire stone” (Exod. 24:10). John is probahly alluding to 
this passage in Exodus and wishes to stress the magnificence 
of the throne and the distance still remaining between him 
and the throne. The description here could well have been 
linked to the expanse of the Aegean Sea viewed on a still, clear 
day from the hills of Patmos. The picture is one of immense 
distance and serenity. 

John’s description of the four living creatures on each side 
of the throne has a literary background that derives from the 
first chapter of the book of Ezekiel. They represent the cheru¬ 
bim, though John also supplies some of the features of the 
seraphim from Isaiah's vision of God in the temple (Isa. 6:2). 
The cherubim were not at all like chubby infants advertising 
baby soap, but they appear to be God’s strong agents, repre¬ 
senting power over all the created world. The four creatures 
in John’s vision (4:7) have the appearance of a lion, an ox, a 
human being, and a flying eagle. These symbolize, respec¬ 
tively, what is the noblest, strongest, wisest, and swiftest in 
creation. In subsequent centuries it was customary toassociate 
these four figures with the four evangelists, generally the man 
with Matthew, the lion with Mark, the ox with Luke, and the 
eagle with John. Such association, which is entirely fanciful, 
has influenced many forms of Christian art. 

The four living creatures, John says, are "full of eyes in front 
and behind” (4:6), and each has six wings, “full of eyes all 
around and inside” (4:8). The repeated phrase “full of eyes” 
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suggests unsleeping watchfulness, as the creatures perceive 
everything in every direction. One should not attempt to 
picture these creatures literally; no diagram can show all these 
characteristics. 

The function of the four living creatures, who are men¬ 
tioned fourteen limes in the hook, is to act. so to say. as 
choirmasters leading all the public worship in heaven con¬ 
stantly praising (kxl. enthroned in majesty. “Whenever the 
living creatures give glory and honor and thanks" to the 
eternal one (4:9), the twenty-four elders prostrate themselves 
before the throne. In typical oriental fashion they lay down 
their crowns as a sign of their homage, and as a dramatic 
demonstration of their acknowledgment of God's sover¬ 
eignty. The crowns are God’s gifts and are appropriately given 
hack to God in worship. 

The cease less worship of’the four living creatures (4:8) docs 
not imply that this worship is their sole activity, but rather that 
it is their constant disposition—their every action is an expres¬ 
sion of adoraiion. 

[oined by the twenty-four elders, the four living creatures 
give voice to two songs, probably examples of early congrega¬ 
tional praise. One of the hymns, beginning “Holy, holy, holy” 
(4.8), celebrates the otherness of'God, that is, the distinction 
between the Infinite and all finite beings. /Vs in Isaiah's vision 
of "the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty" (Isa. 6:1-3), 
the threefold repetition of "holy” designates the superlative 
degree. God alone is the holiest, most powerful and everlast¬ 
ing one. I he second hymn praises (kxl as creator: “You are 
worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and 
power, for you created all things, and by vour will they existed 
and were created" (4:11). Here the t wen tv-four elders ascribe 
to the Creator the name that the Emperor Domilian had 
usurped, “our lord and God" (see p. 16 above). Only Ciod is 
worthy to receive the glory and the honor and the power, 
where the use of the definite article with each of the three 
nouns in the (.reek indicates totality. 
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The account of John’s vision continues in chapter 5, when 
John’s attention is drawn to a scroll that is held in the right 
hand of the one seated upon the throne. Written on the inside 
and on the back, it was sealed with seven seals (5:1). The scroll 
is the book of the eternal decrees of God. The fact that there 
are seven seals indicates that its contents are completely 
hidden, so that “no one in heaven or on earth or under the 
earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it" (5:3). 

John began to weep bitterly because no one could be found 
who was worthy to open the scroll or able to carry out God’s 
plan for human history. Then one of the elders said, “Do not 
weep. See, the Lion of the trihe of Judah, the Root of David, 
has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven 
seals" (5:5). 

What follows is altogether unexpected. John looked to see 
the Lion, the king of beasts, and instead he sees a Lamb with 
the marks of slaughter upon it (5:6)! He looked to see power 
and force, by which the enemies of his faith would be de¬ 
stroyed, and he sees sacrificial love and gentleness as the way 
to win the victory. The might of Christ is the power of love. 
Mostjews had been expecting a Messiah who would break the 
yoke of the Roman imperial power and liberate his people. 
The expressions “Lion of the tribe of Judah” and “Root of 
David" were recognized as scriptural references (Gen. 49:9; 
Isa. 11:1, 10) pointing to the coming Messiah. 

The fundamental transformation of the messianic expec¬ 
tation became obvious on that first Palm Sunday when Jesus 
presented himself as God's Messiah. He rode into Jerusalem, 
not on a war horse, equipped with all kinds of armor, but on 
a donkey, a symbol of peace and humility. Instead of a fero¬ 
cious lion that hurts others, the Messiah is a sacrificial lamb 
that takes into himself the hurts of others. According to Isaiah 
53:5, which has colored the Christian understanding of the 
mission of Jesus, “He was wounded for our transgressions, 
crushed for our iniquities; . . . and by his bruises we are 
healed.” 
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Perhaps we can appreciate something of the quite stagger¬ 
ing effect of this transformation of images. Here the Lamb, 
who alone in all the universe is able to understand the hidden 


decrees of God, and who alone is able to put them into effect, 
came and "took the scroll from the right hand of the one who 
was seated on the throne" (5:7). One should not ask how a 
four-hoofed creature can take a scroll and open its seals! The 
poetic symbolism of the author is heightened still further 
when the Lamb is described as having seven horns and seven 
eves. This should not be taken as a literal description. Rather, 
the seven horns mean that Christ has complete power, and 
the seven eves mean that he sees and knows all things. Com¬ 


pare the repeated "I know ..." at the opening of each of the 
seven letters of the churches in chapters 2 and 3, as well as the 
penetrating gaze of him whose eyes are like a flame of fire 
(1:14; 2:IK; 19:12). In opening the scroll, the lamb is about 
to disclose what the scroll contains. In short, Jesus does not 
c hange the divine plan; he unfolds its eternal and unchange¬ 
able- nature by his obedience, even unto death on the cross. 

No wonder there is praise in heaven, accompanied bv 
incense and harps. The twenty-four elders fall before the 
1-unb and offer “golden !>owls full of incense, which are the 
prayers of the saints" (5:8). Here is John's first hint of the 
participation of the church's worship on earth with that of the 
church in heaven. This idea appears also near the close of the 
Apostles’ Creed, when Christians confess that they believe “in 
the communion of saints." This communion of saints is not 
just the fellowship we enjoy with other people during a service 
of worship, but it includes also the idea that John expresses 
here—the unity of worship of the church militant on earth 
with that of the church triumphant in heaven. The prayers of 
believers here on earth are mingled with the worship of angels 
and archangels and all the host of heaven, in adoration of God 
and the Utmb. 

In words that recollect the praise offered to God for having 
created all things (4:11), so now a new song is sung in praise 
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of the Lamh: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open 
its seals, for you were slaughtered and by your blood you 
ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and 
people and nation” (5:9). Here there is a hint that just as the 
Passover lamb's blood protected the Firstborn of the Israelites 
from the plague of death, so too "the Lamh of God who takes 
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) will protect the faithful 
from the wrath to come. Suddenly the power of the scene and 
the song is picked up by an innumerable host of angels, 
numbering “myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands” 
(5:11). Mathematically this works out to one hundred million 
plus one million, but probably John simply means an infinite 
number. The angels repeat three of the elders' terms of praise: 
glory, honor, and power, and add wealth, wisdom, might, and 
blessing (5:13). The seven terms symbolize the fullness of the 
praise. 

Then, with thrilling crescendo, the climax and grand finale 
are reached. Not only do the four living creatures, the elders, 
and the angels unite, but all creation joins in adoration and 
praise to God and to the Lamb. The chapter concludes with 
a great “Amen!” as the elders fall down in worship. 

And so, with these glorious affirmations of the goodness 
and mercy of God Almighty and of the Lamb ringing in John’s 
ears, he can endure with confidence, despite the terrors about 
to be let loose on the world described in the following chap¬ 
ters. The author’s primary purpose is not so much to describe 
the liturgy of heaven, as to give hope and a sense of victory to 
his people on earth in the struggle that lies ahead. 
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6 

OPENING THE SEVEN SEALS 
OF GOD’S SCROLL 

(Rrvelatwn 6:1-H:2) 


W illi the sixth chapter, the main action of the* 

book may be said properly to begin• The sec tion 
extending from chapter <» to the end ol c hapter 
1 1 is intended to bring before the reader not only the 
struggle of the church amid conflict and persecution, but 
also ihe judgments of find upon the church's enemies. 

We should noie the outline that John follows through these 
six chapters. The sec lion is dramalicallv arranged in a series 
of seven scenes lhat arc revealed as the- l-utib opens each of 
die seven seals. The I list four seals will lx* opened .it once, and 
will together make up one picture. Then the fifth and sixth 
seals will be* opened, together making up one picture. Some 
intermediate material leads finally to the opening of the 
seventh seal. The seventh seal, in turn, is really the introduc¬ 
tion to a new series of visions. These are announced bv the 
blowing of seven trumpets in turn. The trumpets more or less 
repeal ihe revelation of the seven seals, though thev present 
ii more from (iod's standpoint. Again the same outline is 
followed. First, four trumpets will lx- sounded, making one 
unified impression. Then the fifth and sixth trumpets, to¬ 
gether giving one impression. After this, another series of 
intermediate visions, leading finally to the last of the trumpets. 

Following this complicated and repetitious pattern. John 
preserves unity in his work, interlocking the various parts 
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together and at the same time developing his themes. The 
development, however, is not in a strictly logical fashion, such 
as we are familiar with in Western writing; it is, rather, a 
product of the Semitic mind, which runs through the whole 
picture again and again. Thus, the seven seals and the seven 
trumpets essentially tell the same thing, each time emphasiz¬ 
ing one or another aspect of the whole. 

The first four seals (6:1-8) arc unified by their common 
image, the vision of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. The 
description of this vision has features borrowed from 
Zechariah 6:1-5, which also involves horses of various colors— 
red, black, white, and dappled gray. The Apocalyptist, how¬ 
ever, borrows only the symbol of the horses and their colors, 
and instead of yoking the horses to chariots he sets on each 
of them a rider in whom the interest of the vision is centered. 

The vision of the four horsemen begins when the Lamb, 
who has already taken the scroll from the right hand of the 
one seated on the throne (5:7), begins to open the seven seals 
one by one. The first four openings are marked by common 
features. Each is preceded by an utterance from one of the 
four living creatures, and followed by the appearance of a 
horse and its rider, whose significance is partly explained. But 
there arc also many puzzling aspects. John says: 

I saw the Lamb open one of the seven seals, and I heard 
one of the four living creatures call out, as with a voice of 
thunder, “Come!" I looked, and there was a white horse! 

Its rider had a bow; a crown was given to him, and he came 
out conquering and to conquer. 

When he opened the second seal, I heard the second 
living creature call out, "Come!” And out came another 
horse, bright red; its rider was permitted to take peace 
from the earth, so that people would slaughter one an¬ 
other; and he was given a great sword. 

When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living 
creature call out, “Come!” I looked, and there was a black 
horse! Its rider held a pair of scales in his band, and I 
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heard what seemed to he a voice in the midst of the four 
living creatures saying. “A quart of wheat for a day's pav, 
and three quarts of barley for a day's pay. but do not 
damage the olive oil and the wine!” 

When he opened the fourth seal. 1 heard the voice of 
the fourth living creature call out, “dome!" I looked and 
there was a pale green horse! Its rider's name was Death, 
and Hades followed with him; they were given authority 
over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, famine, and 
pestilence, and by the wild animals of the earth. (b:l-H) 


Notice how brief and concise this account is. Each of the 
lour scenes is like a cameo, very small and compact. None of 
the four horsemen says a single word. Each rides forth in 
silence. We do not know in which direction thev ride, because 
the Greek word that has been traditionally translated “Comer 

mav also be translated "Go!" Do thev ride from heaven to 

€ 9 

earth, or from one place on earth to another place on earth? 
What is the significance of this vision of the four horsemen? 

One of the features that distinguishes the book of Revela¬ 
tion from other books of the New Testament is the author's 


attempt to show how power fits into the divine scheme of 
things. John begins with the belief that all power comes from 
(kxl. God is the absolute ruler of the world. But because (km! 
gave humankind free will, there is always the possibility that 
we might misuse the portion of power entrusted to us. When 
this happens, however, it does not mean that God is helpless 
and f rustrated. The world is still God's world, and is still ruled 
in accordance with the eternal laws of right and wrong. 

The way that (kid's power is manifested in the world is that 
the misuse- of power brings on suffering and disaster. Wars, 
starvation, devastation—these are the means by which it is 
made plain that power abused is still under Ckid's control. 
These are the “judgments” of God. being worked out on the 
plane of history. 

Bearing this in mind, we can approach more sympatheti- 
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cally this chapter with its succession of terrible calamities. 
First, there is the white horse. Its rider holds a bow and he 
rides off on a career of conquest. The key to the meaning of 
this lies in the bow. It was the characteristic weapon of the 
mounted Parthian warriors, to whom also white was a sacred 
color. Parthia was a formidable neighbor on the eastern 
border of the Roman Empire. What is suggested here is a 
Parthian invasion that meets with success. 

When the second seal is opened there appears a red horse. 
Its rider holds a huge sword, and he is “permitted to take peace 
from the earth, so that people would slaughter one another” 
(6:4). This obviously symbolizes war and bloodshed. 

The third horse is black, symbolizing death, perhaps because 
of the darkness of the underworld. The rider holds a pair of 
scales in his hand, and John hears a voice saying, “A quart of 
wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius” 
(6:6 RSV). A denarius was the customary wage of a laborer for 
one day. Usually a denarius could purchase eight to sixteen times 
more grain than the amounts mentioned here. In other words, 
warfare is followed bv inflation and famine. 

The fourth horseman is Death, riding a horse the color of 
decaying flesh. Hades, the ruler of the dead, follows close 
behind. We have here all the appalling aftermath of war— 
famine, pestilence, and the final devastation when wild ani¬ 
mals overrun what was once the habitat of people (6:8). 

Notice that these disasters arc the results of the working out 
of God’s righteous laws for the universe. God does not approve 
of famine and death and hell, but they are what must follow if 

J 

people persist in opposing God’s rule. God wills community, 
which is the consequence of caring and love. Ignore physical 
laws, like stepping off a cliff, and disaster follows. Neglect moral 
laws, and disaster ensues just as surely. The woes described here 
are the result of not taking seriously God’s command to 
achieve community and justice. God does not will the woes, 
but as long as we are free agents God allows them. 

So the four horsemen of the Apocalypse are brilliant little 
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vignettes of God’s judgments working out in history, this is 
what happens in the sphere of politics whenever men and 
women oppose the will of (kxl; and this in the military sphere; 
and this in the sphere of economics. There are lew chapters in 
Revelation that speak more directly to our time than this part of 
chapter (>. In hooks, in newspapers, in magazine articles, and in 
radio broadcasts, we read anti hear about the Four Horsemen 
of the Apocalypse, who are riding across the earth today. We 
hear the cry for justice; we sense that there must be a judgment 
in which the guilty will not lx 1 able to escape. 

With the opening of the fifth and sixth seals of the scroll, 
the action shifts from earth to heaven (5:9-11). During a 
previous scene when the Lamb of (k>d was praised by the 
heavenly host, the twenty-four elders were seen holding gold¬ 
en bowls of incense. We learned that the lx>wls were the 
prayers of the persecuted Christians for divine aid (f>:8). Now 

as the I.amb breaks the fifth seal, the souls of these mat ured 

# 

( In istians are under the altar in heaven, crying out for divine 
vengeance upon those who had shed their blood. Thev are 
told, however, that they must wait until God’s appointed time; 
persecution must first run its course (5:11). Then all those 
who have suffered on Christ's account will be vindicated 
together. Meanwhile, the martyrs tan already enjoy their 
rightful place in heaven: they were each given their white robe 
of purity, victory, and service (5:11). 

With the breaking of the sixth seal by the Utmh, (kxl's 
punishments of the wicked are resumed (5:12-17). In his 
description of these John makes use of symbolism drawn from 
many parts of the Old Testament: the earthquake from Hag- 
gai (2:5), the sun turned black and the mtxni turned to blood 


from Joel (2:31). the stars fallen from heaven like figs f rom a 
fig tree (Isa. 34:4). and the sky rolled up like a scroll (Isa. 34:4). 
The use of cosmic convulsions to describe social and political 
upheaval is well established in biblical prophecy- (compare the 
picture of chaos in Jeremiah 4:23-26, where the desolation 
caused by foreign invaders is intended). Precisely what is 
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denoted by the details of this highly colorful language is 
difficult to determine. In any case, John clearly describes the 
terror ofan impenitent world. All classes of society, which here 
include the magnates of Eastern kingdoms and the generals 
of the Roman army, as well as "everyone, slave and free” (6:15), 
make a futile attempt to escape God's punishment for their 
oppression and persecution of the Christians. They are not so 
much afraid of death as of the revealed presence of God and 
of the righteous anger of Christ. They are heard to call to the 
mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the 
face of the one seated on the throne and from the wrath of 
the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come, and who 
is able to stand?” (6:16-17). 

Between the opening of the sixth and seventh seals, there 
is an interlude of two consolatory visions (7:1-8 and 9-17); 
these provide assurance that God’s people are secure from 
the plagues and judgments. Four angels at the four corners of 
the earth are seen holding back the devastating four winds of 
the earth, causing a temporary suspension of the plagues 
(7:1). This interlude of quiet is not to be understood as a time 
for relaxation, but as a merciful extension of the time in which 
the winds of judgment are restrained from harming the earth 
or the sea or the trees until God’s elect are marked with a seal 
(7:2-3). 

John then sees another angel flying from the east bearing 
"the seal of the living God” (7:2). Standing before him are 
144,000, that is, 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes of Israel. 1 
The twelve tribes symbolize the new Israel, the Christian 
church. Each individual is marked on the forehead with a seal. 
The idea of the king’s seal would be very meaningful in the 
East. The signet ring worn by Eastern kings was used to 


1. The tribe of Dan is not mentioned, perhaps because of the tradition that the 
Antichrist would arise from this tribe. The tradition may have had its source in (irnesis 
49:17 (compare the omission of the same tribe from 1 Chronicles 4-7). The total of 
twelve tribes is maintained by replacing the name ol Joseph with the namesol his two 
sons, fcphraim and Manasseh. 
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authenticate documents as official, and to mark the personal 
property of the king. So when the 144,000 were sealed (7:2-4), 
the seal was a sign that they belonged to (iod and were under 
the power and protection of (iod. The protection is not 
physical (the two witnesses in chapter 1 1 are killed hy the 
beast), but spiritual. Furthermore, the explicit number, 
144.000, symbolizes completeness—not one of the redeemed 
is missing. 

In the second vision (7:9-17), John sees a great multitude 
that no one could count, standing before the throne and 
before the Uunb. They are robed in white and are earning 
palm branc hes, denoting that they are victors. The two visions 
in this chapter stand in strange contrast to each other, as to 
location as well as in other respects. In the first vision, the 
throng can be counted; in the second, it is incalculable nu¬ 
merous. In the first, it is drawn from the twelve tribes of'Israel; 
in the- second, from every nation. In the- first, it is being 
prepared for imminent peril; in the second, it is victorious and 
secure*. The two visions are correlative and refer to the same 
people distinguished only by their location. The 144,000 on 
earth are about to enter a period of sec ular opposition. The 
purpose of the second vision is to bring encouragement to 
believers by revealing what awaits them in heaven. 

One of the elders identifies the multitude c lad in while as 
those ‘who have come out of the great ordeal; they have 
washed their rolx*s and made them white in the blood of the 


I-amb" (7:14), These words, taken literally, are paradoxical; 
washing a garment in blood does not make it white. On the 
other hand, the words do convey the symbolism that is consis¬ 
tent throughout the New Testament. It is a vivid way of saving 
that their present blessedness and their fitness to appear in 
the presence of (iod have been won for them by the sacrificial 
death of Christ. While the benefits of redemption are pro 
vided by Christ, the redeemed also have their part to plav; 
“they washed their robes." What John conveys to us here with 
startling symbolism is expressed by the apostle Paul in more 
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prosaic language: “Work out your own salvation with fear and 
trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you 
both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12-13). 

The chapter ends with’ words that have brought comfort 
and consolation to millions. There are no words more com¬ 
forting in the ears of those who have been bereaved than the 
closing promise: 

They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will 
not strike them, nor any scorching heat; for the Lamb at 
the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will 
guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will 
wipe away every tear from their eyes. (7:16-17) 

The sequence of the opening of the seven seals, broken by 
chapter 7, is now resumed: one more seal is to be opened, the 
last. And that, one would have thought, would be the end of 
the drama; after the earth had received such punishment, 
what more could still be in store? And so, with the seventh 
seal, the reader expects the final cataclysm. But nothing 
happens. Instead, "there was silence in heaven for about half 
an hour” (8:1). It is like the solemn bush before the bursting 
of a hurricane. The effec t of the pause is to heighten the 
horror of the next series of God’s judgments, each to be 
announced by the sounding of a trumpet. However, this 
silence in heaven may be more than merely a dramatic inter¬ 
lude, for John notices that the prayers of the saints are about 
to ascend to God (8:3-4). Is it too fanciful to suppose, as some 
have suggested, that everything in heaven halts so that the 
prayers of the saints may be heard? 
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SOUNDING THE 
SEVEN TRUMPETS 


(Rnwlalmn 8:3-1 1:19) 


A t i >k the prayers of the saints ascend to God (8:4), 
,m angel fills a t enser “with fire from the altar and 
ihrew it on the earth" (8:5). Then—hang! Cata¬ 
strophic consecpienres follow. Seven angels, one af ter an¬ 
other. blow their trumpets, announcing hailstorms with 
fire and hlood descending, volcanic eruptions, blood in 
the sea, blight on the land, the pollution of springs and 
fountains, ec lipses of sun and moon with shooting stars, 
climaxed by an enormous plague of demonic locusts. 

1'hese seven angels are identified as “the seven angels who 
stand before God" (8:2). B\ (his is meant not merely the angels 
who happened to he standing before the throne, but the seven 
who. according to Jewish tradition, formed a special group 
and were distinguished aliove the rest. This differentiation of 
the seven appears clearly in the apocryphal lx>ok of Tobit. 
written during the intertestamenlal period. “1 am Raphael, 
one of the seven angels who stand ready and enter before the 
glory of the Lord" (Toh. 12:15). The names of the other six. 
according to the Greek text of the book of Enoch (chapter 
20). are Uriel. Raguel. Michael, Sariel, Gabriel, and Remiel. 
These are the angels that John sees being given trumpets that 
will figure in the following series of judgments. The trumpet 
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is the favorite instrument of apocalyptists since it summons 
people’s attention to God’s communication. 

Thereupon the angels put their trumpets to their lips, 
“ready to blow them” (8:6). Like the opening of the seven seals 
(6:1-8:4), the sounding of the seven trumpets falls into two 
groups of four and three. John’s description of the series of 
God’s judgments corresponds in some measure to that of the 
ten plagues sent against the Egyptians in order to persuade 
Pharaoh to let the people of Israel go (Exod. 7-10). The 
treatment of Christians by Rome can be compared to the 
enslavement of the Israelites in Egypt, and God's judgment 
on the enemies of the church will be like the plagues on the 
land and people of ancient Egypt. 

The last of the four horsemen had authorin' to harm a 
fourth of the earth (6:8). At the sounding of the first trumpet 
the destruction becomes more pervasive, for now one-third is 
affected (8:7). With the second, third, and fourth trumpets 
there is a continuation of the affliction of the earth in terms 
of one-third: sea, sea creatures, ships, rivers, sun, moon, stars, 
fountains of water. At each of the four trumpets, three things 
have been touched after their sounding (8:7-12). Obviously 
John finds some significance in the numbers three, four, and 
twelve. 

The imagery' thatjohn uses to describe his visions may have 
been in part suggested by storms, earthquakes, and eclipses 
of the first century. If, as is likely. Revelation was written after 
a.d. 79, when the sudden eruption of Vesuvius completely 
engulfed the city of Pompeii with molten lava and destroyed 
ships in the Gulf of Naples, then John’s readers, from reports 
they had heard of the catastrophe, would have had no diffi¬ 
culty picturing "something like a great mountain, burning 
with fire, [being] thrown into the sea” (8:8). 

The judgments that follow each of the first four trumpets 
are elemental forces of nature, which are directed against the 
cosmos and which affect humanity indirectly. The last three 
trumpets call forth demonic forces, falling direedy on human- 
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ity. They are introduced by an eagle, circling high in mid¬ 
heaven and crying out, “Woe, woe, woe to the inhabitants of 
the earth, at the blasts of the other trumpets that the three 
angels are about to hlow!" (8:13). This announcement of 
foreboding warns the reader that worse things are to follow . 

As in the sequence of the seals, so in the sequence of the 
trumpets the fifth and sixth are described at greater length 
than the first four. When the fifth angel blows his trumpet, a 
plague of demonic locusts is released from the bottomless pit 
(9:3). The leader of these demonic hordes is Ahaddon, the 
destroyer. Lest the reader fail to grasp the significance of the 
Hebrew name, John adds the Greek equivalent. Apollyon. As 
king of the demonic locusts, his mission is to destroy (9:11). 
Unlike anv other swarm of locusts, these are like cava) rv horses 
armed for hattle. They have human faces, they wear gold 
crowns, their hair is like women's hair, their teeth are like 
lions’ teeth, and they have tails with poisonous stings like 
scorpions (9:7-10). Certainly John’s powers of description 
ama/c us! 

The mission of these demonic tormentors is not, as might 
be supposed at first sight, to harm the vegetation on earth; in 
fact, they are forbidden to do that (9:4). Their attack is to be 
launched against the oppressors of the Christians fora period 
of five months (9:5), the usual life-cycle of certain species of 
natural locusts. Just as the Israelites had been exempt from 
the plagues of Egypt, so now the Christians who have God's 
seal upon their foreheads will be completely unharmed bv 
these awful creatures of divine judgment (9:4). 

So great will be the suffering caused by the locusts that 
people prefer death to the agony of living. But death will elude 
them, and in any case physical death is no remedy for the 
torment of an evil conscience (9:6). 

Then the sixth angel blows his trumpet (9:13) and sum¬ 
mons a vast host of horsemen, two hundred million in num¬ 
ber, to cross the Euphrates River and to kill a third of 
humankind. The Euphrates is significant as the eastern fron- 
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tier of the Roman Empire, beyond which lay the Parthian 
menace. These demon-horsemen with their mounts, hitherto 
held in leash, are now let loose like avenging furies upon the 
Roman provinces at “the hour, the day, the month, and the 
year” appointed (9:15). The horses of the invaders are fright¬ 
ful, supernatural agents of destruction. They kill people by the 
fire, smoke, and sulfur issuing from their months, and poison 
them by their tails, which are like the heads of scorpions 

(9:17-19). 

We must remember that the objects and events seen in a 
vision are not physically real. As was mentioned earlier (pp. 
12-13), Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of dry bones (Ezek. 37) 
and Peter’s vision of a great sheet let down from heaven and 
filled with all kinds of unclean creatures (Acts 10) were per¬ 
ceived in a trance. Such things seen in a vision are not 
physically present. So too, in the book of Revelation the 
descriptions are not descriptions of real occurrences, but of 
symbols of the real occurrences. The intention is to fix the 
reader’s thought, not upon the symbol, but upon the idea that 
the symbolic language is designed to convey. 

Dire though the imagery is, the overall intention of the 
sounding of the seven trumpets is not to inflict vengeance hut 
to bring people to repentance. Although nothing is done to 
minimize the gravity of sin and rebellion against God, there 
is great emphasis on God’s patience and mercy. Instead of 
total destruction, only a third (9:18) or some other fraction 

of the whole is affected. The fraction is symbolic of the merev 

/ / 

of God. The calamity is not universal but leaves those who can 
learn from tragic events. 

Ft would be natural to think that the remainder of humanity 
would have taken warning from such dreadful portents. But 
they do not; they brazenly refuse all opportunity to turn back 
to God (9:20-21). It is because of their continued stubborn¬ 
ness that pressure on the wicked is progressively increased. 
With a keen eye to the basic wrong in human nature, John 
identifies the sin to which the survivors cling so tenaciously: 
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Idolatry! No doubt for John this involved emperor worship, 
but whatever its form in that age or in any other age, the 
worship of any but God alone is always the greatest evil. 

Between the sounding of the sixth and seventh trumpets 
there is another pause (10:1-11:1-4). Just as there was an 
interlude before the breaking of the seventh seal, so now there 
is an interlude before the sounding of the seventh trumpet 
(1 1:13). This vision, however, differs from the message of 
consolation and assurance introduced between the breaking 
of the sixth and seventh seals. That emphasized the safety and 
the glory of the persecuted people of (*>d; this message 
describes the mingling of the sweet and the bitter. It speaks 


of persecution and tribulation, but also of loyalty and devo¬ 
tion. 

The purpose of the interlude in each of the cycles of seven 
seems to be largely dramatic. With the completion of the sixth 
in eac h series we hold our breath in anticipation of the end. 
But this dramatic writer does not allow the* end to come with 
such rapidity. Kach time he makes us wait before we see the 
seventh of the series. During the first part of this interlude vet 

another entire cycle of seven is thrown on the screen moineu- 

* 

tatilv and then removed after only a glance has lx-en permit¬ 
ted. I'he effect is tantalizing. This cycle, which involved seven 

thunders, was cleariv witnessed bv the writer, and he was about 

* * 

to write what he had seen when he was told, “seal up what the 
seven thunders have said, and do not write it down" (10:4). 
Whether this is again a device used only for effect, or whether 
it has some deeper significance, it is hard to say. Perhaps the 
seven thunders were for John what the things that Paul saw in 
the third heaven were for him. At that time Paul heard, he 


says, “things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted 
to repeat" (2 Cor. 12:4). This suggests that there are dimen¬ 
sions of reality that mortals are not able to comprehend. 

In John’s vision he sees “another mighty angel coming 
down from heaven, wrapped in a cloud, with a rainbow over 
his head" (10:1)—which means that he is clothed with God’s 
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power and mercy. The angel is holding a little scroll open in 
his hand, and John is told to “take it, and eat”—away of saying 
that he is to “read, learn, mark, and inwardly digest,” even as 
we still speak of “devouring a hook,” meaning that we read it 
with eagerness. This scroll, which is not the sealed scroll of 
chapter 5, is a special message from God to John. In his mouth 
the scroll is sweet as honey, but in his stomach it is hitter 
(10:10), signifying that it is sweet to him to receive God’s 
message, hut that its wrath and judgment fill him with sorrow. 
Having assimilated the contents of the little scroll, John is 
commanded to make them known by prophesying “to many 
peoples and nations and languages and kings” (10:11). 

What follows in chapter 11 has been generally acknowledged 
to be one of the most perplexing sections of the entire hook. 
There is presented here an almost bewildering interweaving 
of symbols suggested by Old Testament history and prophecy. 
We find reference to the temple and the altar, to Moses and 
Elijah, to the wild olive trees and the lampstand seen by 
Zecbariah, to the plagues sent upon Pharaoh, to the tyrant 
predicted by Daniel, and to Sodom and Egypt and Jerusalem. 
Perhaps the most that can be said with confidence is that the 
author views the people of God as bearing faithful testimony, 
but also as suffering pain and persecution and indignity. They 
are delivered not from martyrdom and death, but through 
martyrdom and death to a glorious resurrection. Neverthe¬ 
less, beyond such a very general understanding of the passage, 
some features of Revelation 11:1-14 can be clarified by the 
patient expositor who seeks to discriminate between what is 
to be understood literally and what is to be understood sym¬ 
bolically. 

How should we take John’s statement when he says that he 
was given a measuring rod and told to “measure the temple 
of God and the altar and those who worship there” (11:1)? 
This certainly cannot refer to the Jewish temple in Jerusalem, 
for when John is writing in the 90s it had been lying in ruins 
for some twenty years after the Roman armies under Titus had 
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sacked the city in A lt. 70. There is no longer an altar and. of 
course, no one could measure (that is, count) those who 
worship there. 

Consequently, it appears that here John is using symbolic 
language and speaks of the temple, not as a building, but as 
God's people. Measuring is done in order to build and repair, 
and John is given a measuring rod so that he can restore and 
revive the church. 

Such a spiritualized use of the word temple \o represent the 
Christian church is found elsewhere in the New Testament. 
The apostle Paul, for example, asks the Corinthian believers, 
“Do you not know that you are CkkI's temple?" (I Cor. 3:16). 
later, he says directly, “We are the temple of the living (iod” 
(2 Cor. 6: Hi). Furthermore, according to Peter, Christians are 
living stones, built into a spiritual house (1 Pet. 2:5). Thus, the 
whole church is growing “into a holy temple in the I.ord" 
(Kph. 2:21). 

John is told to measure only the inner court of the temple: 
“Do not measure the court outside the temple... for it is given 
over to the nations" (11:2). Those on the outside are the 
persecutors of the church, who "will trample over the holy city 
for forty-two months." They are not only permitted to destroy 
the church, hut are also permitted to oppress it for a limited 
time. This period (three and a halt years) is the traditional 
apocalyptic term of ('.entile domination, derived from Daniel 
9:27 and 12:7, where its primary reference is to the time of 
defilement of the temple by the "abomination that desolates" 
set up by Antiochus IV from 167 to 164 This period of time 
(forty-two months) is 1.260 days during which two witnesses 
exercise their ministry (11:3). Who are these two witnesses? 
John oilers two different hints as to their identitv. The refer- 
ence to “the two olive trees" (11:4) suggests that he was 
thinking of Zee hari ah's vision (Zech. 4:1-14) of Joshua and 
Zerubbabel. On die other hand, what he says about their 

authority’ “to shut the sky, so that no rain mav fall" and to turn 
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water into blood (11:6) brings to mind Elijah (2 Kings 1:10) 
and Moses (Exod. 7:17, 19). 

When the two witnesses “have finished their testimony,” 
they are attacked and killed by the beast from the bottomless 
pit (11:7); this demonic monster will be described in greater 
detail in chapters 13 and 17. The martyrdom of the two 
witnesses is likened to that of Christ in Jerusalem (“the great 
city that is allegorically called Sodom and Egypt” (11:8 mar¬ 
gin). Sodom symbolizes moral degradation (Gen. 19:4-11), 
and Egypt stands for oppression and slavery'. The bodies of 
the witnesses “lie in the street of the great city . . . for three 
and a half days" (11:8-9). To deny proper burial was consid¬ 
ered a great disgrace and insult to the dead. 

Although the ministry of the witnesses was exercised in Jeru¬ 
salem, as the allegory develops, the vision is enlarged to include 
the enure world. From all parts of the earth, “members of the 
peoples and tribes and languages and nations” (11:9) celebrate 
because the two prophets are dead and can no longer vex their 
conscience by calling sinners to repentance. But God intervenes 
amid their gloating, gives his servants resurrection-life, and calls 
them up to heaven (11:12). The grim aftermath following the 
assumption of God’s witnesses is the judgment of God on the 
wicked city that killed them (11:13). A destructive earthquake 
wrecks a tenth of the city and brings death to seven thousand of 
its inhabitants. Shocked out of their lethargy, those who survive 
are terrified and give glory to the God of heaven (11:13). How' 
often the blood of martyrs becomes the seed of the church! 
(Tertullian). 

What John is concerned to bring out in this section is that 
the church, whose lot it is to suffer the persecution of this 
world, will nevertheless continue to give faithful witness to the 
truth. By means of symbolism he focuses on the security of the 
church’s true life and the safety of the “temple," which cannot 
be touched. The violent death of the two witnesses, their 
resurrection after three and a half days, and their ascension 
into heaven arc to be taken not as historical events, but as 
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symbolic of the resurrection of the church, which though 
often seeming to he defeated, yet will live. 

This section of the book of Revelation closes with the 
sounding of the last of the seven trumpets (11:15). What 
startles us is that what follows is so utterly unlike anything that 
the other trumpets announced. It is quite unique that here, 
instead of such things as volcanic eruptions, demonic locusts, 
and fire-breathing monsters, we listen to an outburst of rejoic¬ 
ing in heaven. John hears the heavenly chorus celebrating 
victory: “ The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom 
of our Lord and of his Messiah, and he w ill reign f orever and 
ever" (11:15). 

Following this outburst of praise there conies a response from 
the twentv-fbur elders. They celebrate (*xi’s assumption of 
jxjwer, his overthrow of the raging nations, his judgment of the 
dead, and his rewarding of the faithful (1 l:l(vl8). Suddenly the 
song sinks into silence and there bursts on John’s sight a new 
vision of divine glory: "(iod’s temple in heaven was opened" 
(11:19). revealing the ark of the covenant, the sign of (iod’s 
presence with his jK-ople. The issue of all the judgments, the 
essence of all the rewards, is to have a more perfect access to (»od 
and a clearer vision of his splendor. 


Certainly this has all the appearance of the end of the age, 
with judgment of the dead and rewarding of the saints and all 
who fear (iod’s name, both small and great (11:18). If John 


had finished his book here, we would have considered it 


properly terminated. But since there are eleven more chap¬ 
ters. the author will now go back to an earlier stage and repeat 
some of the teachings that he had previously set before the 
reader. Thus, we see here confirmation of the comment made 


in the opening chapter (p. 21 above): the sequence in which 
John's visions are presented does not allow us to turn the book 
of Revelation into an almanac or time chart of the last davs. 1 


I . Oil I hr set* p 9fi hrlow. 
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THE SATANIC TRINITY: 
THE DRAGON AND 
THE TWO BEASTS 

(Revelation 12:1-14:20) 


C hapter 11 of the book of Revelation concludes with 
references to judging the dead, rewarding the ser¬ 
vants of God, and opening God’s temple in 
heaven. Although this scenario would make a fitting end 
of the book, John has still more to reveal to the reader. To 
present this further material he returns to an earlier stage 
and, so to speak, begins all over again. Chapter 12 can be 
characterized as a flashback, telling of the birth of the 
Messiah and the attempt of King Herod to kill Jesus soon 
after he was born. However, instead of telling this as a 
historical narrative in a straightforward manner as Mat¬ 
thew does (Matt. 2), John presents a heavenly tableau of 
characters that are portrayed with sensational Near East¬ 
ern imagery. In describing the tableau John borrows old 
apocalyptic motifs, some of which have their roots in a 
dim and distant past. Striking parallels have been found 
in Babylonian, Persian, Egyptian, and Greek mythology, 
and in astrological lore. The important question, how¬ 
ever, is not what sourcesjohn may have used, but what use 
he now makes of them. Because of the unusual kinds of 
imagery that are combined here, it is not surprising that 
many readers find this chapter to be one of the most 
bizarre in the book. 
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John opens his accouni with a graphic description of a 
great portent in heaven. The word portent, which occurs here 
for the first lime in his book, marks the beginning of a new series 
of visions. John sees “a woman dollied with the sun, with the 
moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars" 
(12:1). She is about to give birth to a child. Meanwhile Joint's 
attention is drawn to another great but ominous portent in 
heaven: “a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns" 
(12:3). Kveryone knows that a dragon is fearf ul enough, but this 
is a great red dragon! Mis huge size is suggested by the comment 
that, while douching in the sky, a flick of his tail dislodges a third 
of the stars and sends them hurtling to earth. Then die dragon 
stands liefore the woman in order to devour her child as soon 
as it is born. The woman bears a son, but the child is saved from 
the dragon by Ckid’s intervention. 

What does all this signify? Marlin Luther once observed in 
another context that unless people know what is lieing talked 
about, they cannot make sense of what is lx*ing said. John 
himself tells ns in verse 9 that the dragon represents Satan, 
the devil. Furthermore, the child is obviously the Christ, for 
again John provides the key by identifying him as the one "who 
is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron.” These words, taken 
from Psalm 2:9, were understood by Jews as a prediction of 
the role of the coming Messiah. The dragon’s eagerness to 
devour the child explains the violent opposition thatJesus met 
during his earthly ministry. It began with the slaughter of the 
children in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:16) and culminated when he 
was crucified outside the city of Jerusalem. 

Satan, however, is thwarted. The child is “snatched awav and 
taken to tkid and to his throne" (12:5)—a reference to the 
Ascension. Here the gospel story is surprisingly condensed, but 
enough is said to accomplish John’s purpose. He has shown the 
deadly enmity of the Adversary, his defeat, and the exaltation of 
Christ to the place of supreme and universal power. 

The woman, clothed with the sun, standing on the moon, 
and wearing a crown of stars, has been variously interpreted 
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by some as the Virgin Mary, by others as the Christian church, 
and by still others as the Jewish people. What John prohably 
intended was a personification of the ideal community of 
God's people, first in its Jewish form, in which Mary gave birth 
to Jesus the Messiah, and then in its Christian form, in which 
it was persecuted by a political power as evil as the dragon 
( 12 : 6 ). 

In the next scene the dragon, apparently angered by his 
failure to kill the newborn Messiah, engages in war with 
Michael and his angels (12:7-9). The archangel Michael was 
regarded as the heavenly patron of Israel (Dan. 10:13, 21; 
12:1), and so, by extension, of the new people of God. 
Michael defeats the dragon and casts him out of heaven 
down to earth. The dragon’s defeat and eviction from 
heaven are the cause of great rejoicing by the remaining 
heavenly dwellers (12:10-12). In Christ’s victory, the victory 
of his people is included: 

“They have conquered him [the devil] by 
the blood of the Lamb 

and by the word of their 
testimony, 

for they did not cling to life even 
in the face of death. 

Rejoice then, you heavens 

and those wbo dwell in them!” (12:11-12 a) 

The words of the triumph song remind us that the vision 
of Michael fighting the dragon is symbolic, representing the 
real victory won by the atoning death of Christ and the 
preaching of the gospel. 

The last verses of the chapter show Satan’s persistent hos¬ 
tility against the church and his persecution of the faithful. 
Obviously, John uses metaphorical language (the earth has 
no “mouth,” verse 16), but the truths he communicates 
through symbols are as real as if they had been told in 
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non metaphorical terms. In furious wrath the dragon begins 
to inflict great harm on the other children of the woman 
(12:17)—that is, on Christians who obey God and bear testi¬ 
mony to Jesus. By this retrospective tahleau the author ex¬ 
plains how the persecution of Christians began. He charges 
the devil will) the primary responsibility for initialing it. 

In the following chapter (13) two of Satan's agents appear. 
These two, along with the dragon, comprise a counterfeit 
trinity. One is a frightful beast, rising out of the sea, who is 
given power by the dragon. This beast svmboii/es the Roman 
Kmpire, which in John’s day was the embodiment of Anti¬ 
christ, a world power in opposition to the reign of Christ. The 
beast, we are told, “opened its mouth to utter blasphemies 
against God" (13:6), reviling his name and his heavenly dwell¬ 
ing. We know what this means. Beginning with Julius Caesar, 
Roman emperors had been deified, that is, were given the 
status and worship due to a god. the earlv ones alter their 
death, hut later emperors even during their lifetime. As was 
mentioned earlier , the Kmpetor Domitian required that peo¬ 
ple address him as “out lord and god.” In most of the cities to 
which John was writing, temples had been built to these 
“deities"—a mockery of the heavenlv dwelling of the one true 
(Jod. 

Although this policy of promoting an emperor-cull came 
ultimately from the emperor himself, its execution lav in the 
hands of local officials. These political underlings could be 
aptly represented by the second beast that John saw coming 
up out of the earth (13:11) and whom he later calls the false 


prophet (16:13). This is personified paganism itself With a 
grim parody John describes the beast as basing “two horns like 
a lamb"—that is. it has taken on the guise of God’s chosen 
one, yet “it spoke like a dragon" (13:11). This agent of the 
dragon promoted the worship of the emperor by means of all 
kinds of spectacular tricks of bogus religion (13:13-15). even 
causing the image of the first beast to appear to be alive. 

One of the ways a ruler impressed his sovereignty most 
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vividly on the minds of his subjects was by issuing coins bearing 
his image and tide. Throughout the Roman Empire, every 
transaction of buying and selling, if it involved the transfer of 
money, meant handling imperial coins. Around the head of 
the emperor on a coin were titles, including in some cases 
references to his being divine and worshipful. It is such coins 
that John refers to as bearing the mark of the beast, without 
which “no one can buy or sell” (13:17). Consequently, resis¬ 
tance by Christians to the cult of the emperor would entail the 
very worst consequences—being subject to economic prob¬ 
lems as well as to persecution. 

The details ofjohn’s vision are symbolic. Thus, the “mark” 
on the right hand or the forehead (13:16) is meant figura¬ 
tively. Those who conform to the demands of the state are 
given means to identify themselves, so that they can claim the 
benefits due to them. 

The famous “number of the beast” is mentioned at the end 
of chapter 13. The number “six hundred sixty-six” is, in the 
first place, a symbol of the greatest imperfection, for it is the 
sacred number seven less one, repeated thrice. John says that 
it is a human number, that is, it is the number of a person’s 
name. Now, in both the Greek and the Hebrew alphabets, the 
letters also served as numerals, and it was a well-known tech¬ 
nique to add up the letters that comprise a proper name. If 
we did that in English, the number of a girl named Ada would 
be 6. Tbat is, A is the first letter of the alphabet and D is the 
fourth letter, and consequently the numerical equivalent of 
Ada is 1 + 4 + 1 = 6. 

Who is this satanic beast, symbolized by the number 666? 
Over the centuries a very great deal of ingenuity has heen 
expended in attempting to answer this question. A further 
complication arises from the fact that some ancient manu¬ 
scripts of the book of Revelation give the number as 616 
instead of 666. 

Among the names and titles that have been proposed to 
solve the cryptogram, the most probable candidate is the 
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Emperor Nero. If we add the numerical values in the Hebrew 1 
spelling of the name Neron Caesar we obtain 666; on the other 
hand, since his name can equally well be spelled without the 
last N, if we omit the final N, the total will be 616. There does 
not appear to be any other name, or a name with a title, that 
satisfies l>oth 666 and 616. 

The profound religious insight that lies behind these kalei¬ 
doscopic pic tures in chapter 13 is that men and women are so 
constituted as to worship some absolute power, and if they do 
not worship the true and real Power be*hind the universe, they 
will construct a god for themselves and give allegiance to that. 
In the last analysis, it is always a choice Ix-twcen the power that 
operates through inflicting suffering, that is, the power of the 
beast, and the power that operates through accepting suffer¬ 
ing, nainclv, the power of the Iamb. 

Following the account of the counterfeit trinity, John once 
again provides an interlude that is intended to reassure the 
church amid its trials and persecutions. We have noticed 
before that one of the characteristics of this book is the 
alternation of sharp contrasts between scenes of frightful 
horror and scenes of welcome security. The first part of 
chapter 14 is a scene of tranquility and rejoicing. John sees 
the l.amb, standing on Mount Zion, with the 144.0(H) of the 
redeemed. As was mentioned earlier (p. 61), 144,(MM) is a 
symbolic number, representing all those who remain faithful. 
Here an added comment is made; “It is these who haw not 
defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins" (14:4). 
On the surface this means that onlv men who have never had 

4 

sexual intercourse can “follow the I-amb wherever lie goes." 
Since, however, the rest of the Bible sanctions and commends 


I In the Hebrew alphabet (which omimaU at consonant* mth >. the tenth Inter 
hds the numerical value of 10. but the eleventh letter represent* 20. and the following 
letters earn on bv tens until 100. Thereafter, the letter* earn on bv hundred* (200. 
and mi tin). Thus, the lulP spelling of *Nrro Caesar* in Hebrew letter* is \. R. W. 
N. (j, S, R. I hr** letters have the following numerical value*; \ = SO. R = 200. YV = (i. 
N = SO, Q = 100. S = 00. and R = 200. 
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marriage, one hesitates to understand this as a condemnation 
of marriage or a demand for celibacy. Rather, John appears 
to adopt the imagery found frequently in the Old Testament 
where any contact with pagan worship was called “fornication” 
or “adultery.” Hence, the 144,000 are those who have not 
defiled themselves by participating in pagan worship. 

Next John sees an “angel flying in midheaven, with an 
eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live on the earth” 
(14:6). The angel says in a loud voice, “Fear God and give him 
glory, for the hour of his judgment has come; and worship 
him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of 
water” (14:7). 

Another angel announces the fall of Babylon (14:8), a 
theme thatJohn will take up later in great detail (chapter 19). 
These two angels are followed by a third who predicts eternal 
condemnation for those who persist in worshiping the beast 
and its image. Such people, he declares, will “drink the wine 
of God’s wrath . . . and they will be tormented with fire and 
sulfur. . . . And the smoke of their torment goes up forever 
and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship 
the beast and its image” (14:10-11). 

This passage gives offense to some modern readers of 
Revelation; certainly it sounds terribly vindictive and grue¬ 
some. But the first thing to do is to consider the symbolic 
language used here. Fire and brimstone are traditional sym¬ 
bols for the fate of those who persistently reject God. (Brim¬ 
stone is an Old English term for sulfur, which is not only 
difficult to extinguish, but also burns with peculiarly acrid and 
noxious fumes.) Since elsewhere in the book of Revelation the 
author uses metaphors and symbolic language, it would be 
quite unfair to take him literally here. Now throughout Reve¬ 
lation we have seen that if people persist in living contrary to 
the structure of God’s universe, they must suffer John’s 
words here mean tbat the most terrible thing that a person 
can do is deliberately to turn awav from the living God. Such 
torment, says John, is “forever a nd eve r.” This is so, because 
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Gf)d respects our fr ee will and will never for ce us to turn to 
hinffSo thispicture of wrath and hell means nothing"more or 
less than the leTriKletruth that the sufferin gs oflKose who 
persist in rejecting God's love in Christ are self-imposed and 
s eH-perpetuated. T he i nevitable consequence is tha t~TT They 
eternal ly persist in such rejection, God will neve r violauTlheir 
p ersonality. W hether any soul will in fact eternally resist (iod, 
we cannot say. 

These solemn thoughts are followed by words of comfort, 
which comprise the second of the seven beatitudes contained 
in the book of Revelation. John hears a voice from heaven 
declaring, “Blessed are the dead who from now on die in the 
I.ord." “Yes," says the Spirit, “they will rest from their labors, 
for their deeds follow them" (14:13). Their good deeds and 
patient sufferings will follow them as witnesses for them before 
the Judge of the living and the dead (see pp. 95-96 below). 
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THE SEVEN BOWLS 
OF GOD’S WRATH 


(Revelation 15:1-18:24) 


T he writer of the book of Revelation has carefully laid 
out a series of parallel and yet ever-progressing pan¬ 
els. These display God’s plan from different vantage 
points, stressing one or another feature. At the same time, 
the different accounts reinforce one another and bring 
before the reader, over and over again, the truth that God 
rules and overrules in the affairs of humankind. 

In chapters 15 through 18 the struggle of the church in its 
conflict with hosdle world powers reaches new levels of in tensity. 
Earlier in chapter 6 we were told of the opening of the seven 
seals (pp. 55-62), followed in chapters 8 and 9 by the seven 
trumpets announcing additional woes (pp. 63-67). Now in chap¬ 
ters 15 and 16 we come to an account of die seven bowls full of 
God’s wrath poured successively by each of the seven angels on 
die earth, on the sea, on the rivers and fountains, on the sun, on 
the throne of the beast, on the great River Euphrates, and finally 
into the air (16:2-17). These are described as “seven plagues, 
which are the last, for with them the wrath of God is ended” 
(15:1). They are the last or final cycle of visitauons, bringing to 
a close God's warnings to the impenitent. 

Prior to the opening of the seventh seal (8:1-2), which 
introduced the seven trumpet woes, John portrayed the secu- 
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rity of God’s faithful by telling of the 144,000 that had been 
sealed and the great multitude in white robes (pp. 60-02 
above). Now, before describing the seven plagues of divine 
wrath, John portrays the safely of “those who had conquered 
the beast and its image and the number of its name" (15:2). 
These victors, with harps of (iod in their hands, “sing the song 
of Moses . . . and the song of the i.amb" (15:3). In Fxcxlus 
15:1-18, the words of the song of Moses after crossing the Red 
Sea are very different from those of the song of the l^iinb, and 
John is not suggesting that they were the same song. But both 
celebrate deliverance from deadly danger. 

The song expresses confidence that all nations will be led 
to worship the one true God. because they will acknowledge 
the justice of what he has done in vindicating his people. As 
the seer listens to the song, it swells into an anthem that 
celebrates the mercies of the Ix>rd God. The song consists 
almost entirely of echoes f ront various parts of the Old Testa¬ 
ment—showing once again how thoroughly John's thought 
had been shaped by the Scriptures. The structure of the song 
reflects the parallelism characteristic of Hebrew poetry. 

“Great and ama/ing are vour 
deeds. 

Lord God the Almighty! 

Just and true are your ways. 

King of the nations! 

Lord, who will not fear 
and glorify your name? 

For you alone are holy. 

All nations will come 
and worship before you, 
for your judgments have been 
revealed." (15:3-4) 

One of the most striking features of this song of the trium¬ 
phant martyrs is the absence of any mention of their own 
victory and their own achievement From beginning to end 
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the whole song is a lyrical outburst celebrating the greatness 
of God. The hymn itself, like other songs in Revelation, may 
have been used in the early church. They make some of our 
modern ephemeral ditties appear incredibly trite. 

Following the victors’ song of praise, John sees that “the 
temple of the tent of witness in heaven was opened" (15:5), 
and out of it came seven angels, “robed in pure bright linen, 1 
with golden sashes across their chests. Then one of the four 
living creatures gave the seven angels seven golden bowls full 
of the wrath of God” (15:6-7). The Greek word for “bowls” 
denotes vessels that are broad and shallow, shaped like a 
saucer, so that their contents can be poured out completely 
and suddenly. 

John then hears a loud voice from the temple telling the 
seven angels, “Go and pour out on the earth the seven bowls 
of the wrath of God” (16:1). This destruction is directed 
against those “who had the mark of the beast and who wor¬ 
shiped its image” (16:2). Thereupon the bowls of God’s wrath 
are emptied. This succession of plagues is not to be under¬ 
stood as an orgy of indiscriminate destruction, but as the 
working out of God’s justice in judgment upon those who 
worship the beast. The repeated emphasis on their lack of 
repentance indicates their true allegiance insofar as they 
blaspheme the living God (16:9 and 11). 

The author’s descriptive details of the plagues are not to 
be taken literally, but as contributing to the general effect of 
intense calamity and terror. As was mentioned earlier, the 
descriptions are descriptions of the symhols, not of the reality 
conveyed by the symbols. The justice of God must bring 
judgment upon individuals and upon nations that violate the 
moral structure of God’s universe. Like a good teacher, John 
repeats with kaleidoscopic variety his central conviction that 
God rules and overrules in the affairs of the church and the 


I. Some ancient manuscripts have “robed in pure bright stone" because scribes 
misread the Creek word limn as lilkitn. 
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world. We might say that John sets up several mirrors in which 
the same objects are reflected from different sides, so that the 
reader cannoi fail to take note of them. 

At the same time, there does seem to be a certain progres¬ 
sion. The seventh in each of the first two series of woes 
produces another series, similar to the previous series but 
more terrible. Following the opening of the seals, the second 
series of trumpets ushers in new disasters, which are blasts of 
warning, calling men and women to repentance. By the time 
of'the third series, the summons to repentance having proved 
to lx‘ unheeded, further judgments are poured out from the 
bowls of («od's wrath—a picture of swift, uninterrupted, and 
complete punishment. 

John’s motive for such repetition of woes appears to have 
l>een a desire to prepare the church for a period of suffering. 
Allhough he is confident that the lx>rd will come soon and 
bring deliverance, he does not want to delude his readers with 
hopes that may he premature. Nothing in the book is more 
remarkable than the grim honesty with which the writer faces 
the situation before him. Of course he desires to comfort his 
fellow-suflerers, but he does not comfort them with any false 
hojx's. Fully conscious of the calamities that await it, the 
church must prepare to meet them undaimted. 

The literary artistry with which the man of Patmos has 
constructed his book is particularly evident in the long middle 
set lion (6:1-16:21). In order to relieve the monotony of a 
succession of calamities and woes, John provides an interlude 
that follows each of the three series of judgments. In addition, 
within each series he has made room for songs of praise as 
well as expressions of lamentation. With all its seeming con¬ 
fusion. the book has an overall unity, and the skill with which 
it is woven together can be seen particularly in this middle 
section. 

It is also in this section that the author refers to what is 
commonly called the battle of Armageddon. When the sixth 
angel has emptied his bowl of doom, a strange and unusual 
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happening takes place (16:13). A foul spirit like a frog comes 
from the mouth of the dragon, another from the mouth of 
the first beast, and a third from the mouth of the second beast, 
identified here as the false prophet. These foul spirits, pic¬ 
tured as demonic frogs more dreadful than those of the 
Egyptian plague of frogs in the time of Moses (Exod. 8:2-14), 
perform signs in an attempt to deceive the kings of the earth. 
The frogs and their croaking represent generally the ability 
to deceive by means of superstitions, preposterous claims, and 
lies. Propaganda, unscrupulously used by totalitarian states, 
would certainly be a modern illustration of this picture. John 
sees these demonic spirits as going abroad in order to assem¬ 
ble the kings of the whole world for a battle that is to occur at 
a place called Armageddon (16:16). 

This mouth-filling word, like the number 666, has been 
magnified in popular thinking out of all proportion to its 
significance as a word. Curiously enough, no one knows for 
certain what the name Armageddon means. First, we do not 
really know how to spell it. In some Greek manuscripts of 
Revelation it is spelled Harmagedon. The scribes of other 
manuscripts spell the word with one d and two g s; others with 
two d 's and one g ; others still with two g s and two d's. In spite 
of the difficulty of knowing how to spell the word, and conse¬ 
quently what it means and where the place is located, most 
scholars suppose that it alludes to the mountain of Megiddo. 
The difficulty with this, however, is that there is no “Mount 
Megiddo”; Megiddo was the name of a city that gave its name 
to the pass between the coastal plains of Palestine and the 
Plain of Esdraelon. Because this had been the scene of fre¬ 
quent and decisive battles in ancient times (Judg. 5:19-21; 
2 Kings 9:27; 23:29), it would appear that John is using 
familiar language to symbolize the final great conflict 
between the forces of good and the forces of evil, a battle 
in which evil will be defeated—not by armaments but by 
God’s incarnate Word, Jesus Christ (19:13). 

Finally, the seventh angel pours out his bowl (16:17) and a 
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mighty voice out of the heavenly temple cries, “It is done!" 
Judgment day for Babylon has arrived (16:19). Amid natural 
catastrophes of unprecedented ferocity, Babvloti falls. The 
seven plagues end with a bombardment of massive hailstones, 
each weighing about a hundred pounds (16:21). 

Chapters 17 and IS are a literary triumph of imaginative 
power. More than once John had found comfort for himself 
and his people by proclaiming the fall of Rome. So certain is 
he that (iod will judge the persecutors of the church that he 
now devotes two chapters to an account of the crashing down 
of the fabulous “grandeur that was Rome."To say directly that 
(iod will destroy imperial Rome would have been, of course, 
altogether treasonous in the eyes of the imperial authorities. 
So, like a prisoner writing in code from a concentration camp. 
John characterizes the power of evil as Babylon. Just as Baby¬ 
lon represented to the Hebrews all that was wicked and 
symbolized persecution, so forJohn Rome was another Baby¬ 
lon, the source and fountainhead of all seductive luxiirv and 

9 

vice, living in voluptuous materialism and selfishness. 

Here |ohn paints a picture of Rome in colors highlv figu¬ 
rative and repellent. “Look at her," says John, “that whore 
among cities, the courtesan of the world.” Dressed in purple 
and scarlet, she is resplendent and seductive, “adorned with 
gold and jewels and pearls" (17:4). Instead of having a scepter 
in her hand, she is holding a golden cup that is filled with the 
impurities of her fornications, the abominations of her idola¬ 
tries. Seated on a scarlet beast that is covered with hlasphe- 
mous names, the woman personifies imperial power and 
oppression. The statement that “the kings of the earth have 
committed fornication" with her (17:2) must be understood 
metaphorically to mean that Rome has usurped and perverted 
the political power of all her provinces. She is drunk, not with 
wine, but with the lifeblood of the martyrs of Jesus whom she 
caused to be slain (17:6). 

The reference here is to wild orgies of persecution, such as 
those instigated bv Nero and described bv the Roman histo- 
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rian Tacitus. According to that non-Christian writer, in the 60s 
of the first century, “a vast multitude of Christians were not 
only put to death, but put to death with insult. They were 
either clothed in the skins of wild beasts and then exposed in 
the arena to the attacks of half famished dogs, or else dipped 
in tar and put on crosses to be set on fire, and, when the 
daylight failed, to be burned as lights by night” (Annals XV, 
44). Tacitus comments that Nero’s persecution of Christians 
was so terrible that even non-Christian citizens were horrified 
and began to intercede in their behalf. 

In chapter 18 John describes the fall of Rome with pathos 
and realism. The literature of the world contains few passages 
that compare in dramatic power with this dirge over the fallen 
city. Like the tolling of a funeral bell, we hear the repeated 
lamentation: “Alas, alas, the great city!” (18:10, 16, 19). De¬ 
spite all her sins and crimes, there are many who mourn for 
her. The kings of the earth who had consorted with her “weep 
and wail over her when they see the smoke of her burning” 
(18:9). The merchants who became wealthy because of her 
great commerce and trade “weep and mourn for her, since 
no one buys their cargo anymore” (18:1 1). And among their 
merchandise of luxuries as well as necessities there are 
“slaves—and human lives” (18:13). By mentioning slaves at 
the end of the list of commodities, John intends a climax: the 
essential inhumanity of Rome’s exploitation of the empire 
clearly reveals itself by the constant flow of slaves from the 
provinces to the city of Rome. By John's time slaves made up 
almost half the population of the city. 

The last three words of the list (“and human lives”) refer 
to something even more sinister than the regular slave trade. 
For, along with the slaves who were the manual and clerical 
workers in the houses of the great, there were others w'hose 
fate was to fight for their lives and to die for the entertainment 
of the Roman crowds in the amphitheaters built for that 
purpose by the Caesars. These victims too were among the 

86 



HJ- VHIA na\ /V 1-1X 24 


delicious fruits to which Roman taste had become accustomed 
(18:14). 

The shipmasters and sailors stand far off as the city burns 
and throw dust on their heads, crying out, “What city was like 
the great city? . . . For in one hour she has been laid waste.” 
(18:17-19). Here once again (as earlier in 18:9 and 15), John 
allows us to see the fall of Rome f rom the perspective of those 
who had grown powerful and rich through their involvement 
with the city and its economic system. For such people, of 
course, Rome’s downfall is also their own—no wonder they 
mourn! But from John's perspective, the fall of Rome is cause 
for rejoicing and praise of God (18:20; 19:1). 

The chapter concludes with a remarkable passage (18:21- 
24) that describes with haunting power the tragic end of the 
citv. In contrast to her former festivity. the dailv activity of her 
busy artisans, and her domestic labors and joys, now all is 
silence and desolation and ruin. The dirge concludes (18:24) 
with the explanation that Rome is to l>e destroyed liecau.se of 
the blood of prophets and saints whom she has caused to be 
slaughtered—martyred, it is implied, because thev had re¬ 
fused to take part in the cult of the emperor-gods. 

It is remarkable that when John wrote these immenselv 
moving chapters about the fall of Rome, Rome was still sen 
much alive, still enjoying undisputed sovereignty and un¬ 
dimmed prestige. So great, however, is John’s faith in the 
sovereignty of God and so great is his confidence that the 
justice of God must eventually punish evil, that he writes as 
though Rome had already fallen. As with so many judgments 
of God, the fulfillment actually came slowlv. but at Iasi sud- 

» t 

daily. For centuries Rome decayed and degenerated, moral 
poison infecting her whole life. Then during a fateful week in 
August of the year A.n 410. Alaric. with his northern hordes 
of C«oths, pillaged Rome and laid it waste. 

Whitt do we learn from this part of the book of Revelation? 
Certainly John wrote in order to stimulate faithfulness on the 
part of persecuted Christians living in the first century. He 
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assures them of the ultimate victory of Christ. But Revelation 
also has a warning for believers down through the years. 
Babylon is allegorical of the idolatry that any nation commits 
when it elevates material abundance, military prowess, tech¬ 
nological sophistication, imperial grandeur, racial pride, and 
any other glorification of the creature over the Creator. In 
these chapters we have an up-to-date portrait of what may 
occur when we idolize the gross national product, worship 
growth, and become so preoccupied with quantity that we 
ignore quality. The message of the book of Revelation con¬ 
cerns the character and timeliness ofGod'sjudgmentnotonly 
of persons, but also of nations and, in fact, of all principalities 
and powers—which is to say, all authorities, corporations, 
institutions, structures, bureaucracies, and the like. And, to 
the extent that ecclesiastical denominations and sects have 
succumbed to the lure of power and prestige, the words of 
John are applicable also to present-day church structures. 
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THE FINAL VICTORY AND 
THE LAST JUDGMENT 


(Rtrvelatum 19:1-20:15) 


I n contrast to the lament and dirges over the fall of 
Hahvlon in the previous chapter, the setting is now 
( hanged to heaven, where the voices of a great mul¬ 
titude are heard singing choruses that begin with “Hal¬ 
lelujah!" 1 (l*M-!l). Alter celebrating the destruction of 
the profligate city, Babylon, the larger and more impor¬ 
tant part of lhe songs of praise looks to the future, the 
perfected union of Christ and his bride, the church. In 


ibis grand oratorio all the choirs of heaven unite. First, 
the twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fall 
down and worship Cod. who is seated on the throne, 
saying, “Amen. Hallelujah!" (l‘h-4). Then a voice comes 
from the throne saving. “Praise our God, all you his 
servants, and all that fear him. small and great." This 
comprehensive phrase, “small and great." includes be¬ 
lievers of all c lasses and abilities, and of all stages of 
progress in their Christian life. 

Finally, John hears “w hat seemed to be the voice of a great 
multitude, like the sound of main waters and like the sound 


l. I hr word Hoilrlupih uau\\hci'.\us k Irhrcv* exprrvunn lli.il im anitTiMiM 
ih.it is. Tmim* lilt* tainl." (l tHUirvonlv hrrr in thr NVv IVsc.tmrni 1 19:1. *. 4. and 
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of mighty thunderpeals” (19:6). The heavenly voices trium¬ 
phantly announce: 

“The Lord our God 
the Almighty reigns. 

Let us rejoice and exult 
and give him the glory, 
for the marriage of the Lamb 
has come, 

and his hridc has made herself 
ready.” (19:6-7) 

The concept of the relationship between God and his 
people as a marriage goes far back into the Old Testament. 
Again and again the prophets spoke of Israel as the chosen 
bride of God (Isa. 54:1-8; Ezek. 16:7; Hos. 2:19). In the New 
Testament the church is represented as the bride of Christ; 
he loved the church so much that he gave himself up in her 
behalf (Eph. 5:25). In the words of a familiar hymn: “With his 
own blood he bought her, and for her life he died.” 

As the majestic chorus of praise to God reaches its end, 
John hears a voice commanding him to record the fourth of 
the seven beatitudes found in the book of Revelation: “Write 
this: Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper 
of the Lamb” (19:9). Mention of the wedding feast of Christ 
and his bride, the church, is a signal that the climax of the 
drama is very' close at hand. Satan is about to be overthrown, 
and his dominion is nearing its end. From here on the tempo 
of the action increases. The ultimate outcome cannot be in 
doubt, but there are some surprises ahead, with the suspense 
of the drama sustained to the conclusion. 

From verse 11 to the first verse of chapter 21, we have in 
rapid succession seven visions preparatory to the end. Each of 
these begins with the words “I saw.” Out of the opened heaven 
there comes intojohn’s viewa white horse, symbolic of victory. 
Its rider is called “Faithful and True." He has piercing eyes 
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like a flame of fire (as in 1:14), and on his head are many 
crowns (“diadems," crowns of royally). To he crowned with 
more than one crown may seem a strange picture, but in 
John's lime it was not uncommon fora monarch to wear more 
than one crown in order to show that he was king of more 
than one country'. 

The rider, who is the conquering Christ, “is clothed in a 
robe dipped in blood" (19:13). This description recalls Isaiah 
5.3; 1-3, where the conqueror’s garments are stained crimson 
with the blood of his Edomite enemies. But here John 
reshapes the imagery to portray the gospel of Christ who 
triumphed by shedding his own blood (see 5:5 and 9). He is 
called " The Word of Cod" (19:13). Christ’s proper name is 
not meant here, but rather his office; it is through him that 
(iod has spoken fully and finallv to us (see Heb. 1:1-2). 
Following Christ are “the armies of heaven . . . on white 
horses”; instead of wearing armor, thev are clad in “fine linen, 
white and pure" (19:14). As in the initial vision of the heavenlv 
Christ (1:15), so too here “from his mouth comes a sharp 
sword with which to strike down the nations" (19:15). That 

sword is his word; it is his oitlv armament. Bv it he convicts, 

- / 

convinces, and exonerates. 

John sees “an angel standing in the sun" (19:17) who calls 
the vultures of the skv to gather at a great feast where they mav 
gorge themselves on the corpses of those who have fallen in 
battle. The revolting scene is based on the visions of Kzekiel 
(chapters 38 and 39, especially 39:17-20) when (iod com¬ 
mands birds of even kind to gather for a feast on the warriors 
and princes of (iog. John freely adapts Ezekiel's account to 
his own use both here and in 20:7-10. This carrion meal is 
obviously a solemn travesty on the marriage supper of the 
l.amb. an announcement of which has introduced this scene 
of punishment (19:9). 

All this is symbolism at its highest. No one imagines that 
such statements are literal. Never shall we see the “white 
horse," or the sword projecting from the mouth of the con- 
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queror, or the birds gorged with the flesh of fallen warriors 
(19:21). The descriptions are not descriptions of real occur¬ 
rences, but of symbols of the real occurrences. The message 
that John conveys through this symbolism is that evil will surely 
be overthrown. Here that message is presented in apocalyptic 
pictures of almost repellent realism. 

Now the final, great conflict between good and evil takes 
place. “The beast and the kings of the earth with their armies” 
(19:19) come face to face with Christ and his followers. This 
immensely critical moment has been in John’s view' from the 
beginning, and we might have expected to read details of how 
the battle went, with its different phases and critical moments. 
But the man of Patinos makes no statement about the battle, 

which is evidence that he intends to describe not an earthly 

✓ 

military campaign but a spiritual struggle. He portrays only 
the result—the overwhelming defeat of the enemies of Christ. 
The beast is captured along with his chief lieutenant, the false 
prophet, who has been identified as the Roman religious cult 
(13:11-18). In the figurative language of apocalyptic, both are 
“thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur” 
(19:20). 

It is noteworthy that the victory is won by Christ's word 
alone without any military help from the faithful. This picture 
contrasts sharply with other apocalypses of the period and, in 
particular, with the War Scroll of the Qumran sect. According 
to these documents the military help of the faithful is neces¬ 
sary; in fact, the Qumran scroll gives precise directives for the 
disposition and weapons of the front formations and for the 
disposition and movements of the cavalry (War Scroll, columns 
5-6). 

Having related the destruction of the beast and the false 
prophet, John now turns to the ultimate enemy w'ho deceived 
the nations, identified by four sinister names: the dragon, the 
ancient serpent, the devil, or Satan. John sees an angel de¬ 
scend from heaven with a chain in his hand and w'ith the key 
to the bottomless pit (20:1). The angel seizes Satan, binds him 
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with the chain, and locks him in the pit for a thousand years 
(20:3). 

During this period the souls of those who had died a 
martyr’s death because they would not worship the beast come 
to life and reign with Christ for a thousand years. Whether it 
is these or another group not otherwise identified that are 
"given authority to judge” (20:4), John does not say. Nor docs 
he say that Christ and those who come to life return to the 
earth for these thousand years. In any case, however. John 
carefully distinguishes the martyrs from all others, going so 

far as to say that none of the rest of the dead come to life in 

/ 

this millennial blessedness (20:5). Their resurrection appears 
to he spiritual and not corporeal. A beatitude (the fif th of the 
seven in Revelation) is pronounced on those who participate 
in this resurrection (20:0). “ The second death has no power" 
over them (see comment on verse M), and as “priests of (iod 
and of Christ” they will enjoy unimaginable exaltation, secu¬ 
rity, and blessedness. Their patient endurance of persecution 
was, by comparison, for onlv a short lime. 

Af ter the thousand years Satan is released for a little while 

/ 

(20:3, 7). lust why this is done, and bv whom, is an undisclosed 
mystery. Now Satan resumes his deception of the nations, and 
instigates two mysterious figures. (iog and Magog, as his 
obedient tools (20:8). The prophet Kzekiel refers to “(iog, of 
the land of Magog, the chief prince of Meshech and Tubal" 
(Kzek. 38:2), who will come from the north against (iod's 
people living peacefully in the land. The limited scope of 
Ezekiel's oracles is expanded in Revelation to cosmic projx>r- 
tions. Whereas in Ezekiel Magog is the territory' of which (iog 
is the ruler, here (as well as in Jewish rabbinic literature) (.iog 
and Magog are parallel names, used together of the world 
powers opposed to God. It is altogether misguided ingenuity 
to attempt to identify specific nations today as (iog and 
Magog, for John says these nations are innumerable (20:8). 

With their armies they besiege “the beloved city" (this 
would be Jerusalem if a literal city is intended). The situation 
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appears to be desperate, but fire quite opportunely comes 
down from heaven and consumes Gog and Magog and their 
armies (20:9). Following their defeat, Satan is captured once 
more, and this time he is thrown into the lake of fire and 
sulfur, where his cohorts, the beast and the false prophet, had 
been consigned (see 19:20). Here the unholy trinity “will be 
tormented day and night forever" (20:10). Satan’s rule is now 
completely and absolutely finished, and his world-age is ended 
forever. 

Such is the account of the thousand-year period in chapter 
20 of Revelation—the only place in the Bible that mentions 
the millennium. The word millennium is a Latin term that 
means one thousand years. Over the centuries diverse inter¬ 
pretations have been built on these few verses. Commentators 
have read into John’s account ideas from other parts of the 
Bible (such as the rapture, the tribulation, the reconstruction 
of the Jewish temple), none of which are mentioned here. 
Such elaborations generally fall into one of three principal 
schools of interpretation. 

1. Postmillennialists believe that Christ will come after the 
millennium has taken place. The kingdom of God is now 
being extended in the world through the preaching of the 
gospel and tbe saving work of the Holy Spirit. Christ is already 
reigning through his obedient church, and will bring to the 
world a thousand years of peace and righteousness prior to 
his return at the conclusion of history. 

2. Premillennialists maintain that Christ will come before 
the millennium begins. Despite all attempts to Christianize 
society, things will become worse and worse, and in the last 
days Antichrist will gain control of human affairs. Only the 
catastrophic return of Christ can inaugurate the golden age 
of one thousand years of peace here on earth. 

3. Amillennialists regard the thousand years, like other 
numerals in Revelation, to be symbolic. Instead of being a 
literal period of exactly one thousand years, the expression 
refers to a very long time, extending from the first coming of 
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Christ to his Second (doming. During this entire period Sa¬ 
tan’s power is limited by the preaching of the gospel (Luke 
10:18). The “last days" began with Jesus (Hcb. 1:2) and with 
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost (Acts 
2:16, 17), and they will end when the “last day" arrives (John 
6:39, 40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:48). Instead of the optimism of the 
postmillenarian or the pessimism of the premillenarian, the 
amillenarian takes seriously the realism of Jesus’ parable of 
the weeds among the wheal (Matt. 13:24-30, 3t>-43), namely, 
that good and evil will develop side by side until the harvest, 
which is at the end of the world. 

Each of these interpretations involves various difficulties,” 
but the central truth of all three is the clear and direct 
affirmation: Christ will return, as he had promised (John 
14:3), and will destroy the forces of evil and establish CkkTs 
eternal kingdom. 


John's next vision is one of awesome anti sobering impres¬ 


siveness; it is a vision oftbe last Judgment (20:11-15). He sees 


a great white throne—it is great because it is Cod’s throne. 


and it is white because of Cod's eternal purity. Next a most 


astounding thing occurs: the earth and the heaven. John says, 
“fled from [(kid’s| presence, and no place was found for 
them" (20:11). That is, the one seated on the throne is so 


radiant and consuming that earth and sky vanish like dew in 
the sun. Then all the dead, without respect of persons, are 
hrought before thejudgment scat ofCiod. “ The great and the 
small,” that is, those who were important and those who were 
unimportant in this life, are assembled together; there are no 
absentees and there are no exemptions. Next John tells us that 


- (Iim ussiiHiv nt wh.it t .in lx* slid fur ,m<t .i^.iinsi <\n h til tlir iti.un i icwsuf ilu* 

millennium, yc Rulmi i'hr \truuntg u{ thr MilUttnium 7’«m» \ inr\ il>mviu*i> 

Ill : InterW iimi\ IVew l**7*h; Si.mlcv |. <.irn/. /Ar Millrnunii \hr*s Sutlnt^ (hn 
/•.I viHipimif OfpOonx (Downers (•rove. Ill,: lnU'iVaiMl\ Vivss. IW2l: ami tm a 
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books are opened. One book can be called the Book of Merit, 
for it contains a record and remembrance of all the deeds of 
each one who stands before the throne of God. Another book 
is the book of life, which belongs to the Lamb (13:8; 21:27); 
this can be called the Book of Mercy. Here the work of Christ, 
who died to ransom his people and save them from their sin, 
is put on the credit side of the ledger, along with the names 
of all who are destined for acquittal and blessedness. 

That books will be consulted in the final judgment is an 
idea found in many ancient traditions. Besides nonbiblical 
sources, 3 the conception of a heavenly register of the elect is 
mentioned in various parts of the Old Testament (for exam¬ 
ple, Exod. 32:32-33; Ps. 69:28; Dan. 7:10; Mai. 3:16). While we 
cannot conceive of actual books being written to record our 
lives, there is a sense in which the term books carries a deep 
and significant meaning. John obviously found the symbol¬ 
ism of the book of life to be suggestive, for he refers to it five 
times throughout Revelation (3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; and 
21:27). 4 

The giving up of the dead by “the sea” and by “Death and 
Hades” signifies that all the dead are raised and brought to 
judgment. The manner and the place of dying make no 
difference; all are judged “according to what they had done” 
(20:13)—for there is no other way that judgment can be 
rendered (see 1 Cor. 3:11-15). Finally the two great enemies 
of humankind—Death and Hades, which are here personi¬ 
fied—are destroyed after giving up the dead that were in them 
(20:13). These voracious monsters that devour mortals are 
now overcome and have no more power over humankind 
(compare 6:8). They are thrown into the lake of fire, appro¬ 
priately called “the second death” (20:14). The first death 
(which is but the shadow of death) is of the body alone; the 

3. See, for example, J. Gwyn Griffiths, The Divine Verdict: A Study of Divine Judgment 
in the Ancient Rehgions (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991). 

4. In the King James Version it occurs also at 22:19, hut here all the best 
manuscript evidence reads "tree of life." 
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“second death," w hich is absolu te unmitigated death, i s final 
and compl ete separation from God, the source of li fe (see 
Matt. 1D:28; Luke 12:4-5). The last verse ot the chapter"con¬ 
tains the most poignant statement of all: “Anyone whose name 
was not found written in the book of life was throwm into the 
lake of fire” (20:15). 

The account in these few verses, in spite of their brevity, is 
one of the most impressive descriptions ofThe I^astJudgment 
ever written. John’s vision presents these truths better than 
any reasoned argument could ever do. The opening of the 
books suggests that our earthly lives are important and mean¬ 
ingful, and are taken into account at the end. But the consult¬ 
ation of the book of life shows that our eternal destinv is 
determined hy God's decision, bv God’s grace, by (iod's 
amazing goodness. 

The final judgment clears the scene lor the establishment 
of the new heaven and the new earth, from which sin and 
imperfection and death are banished forevermore—asjohn's 
vision that follows reveals. 
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JOHN’S VISION 
OF THE HEAVENLY 
JERUSALEM 


(Revelation 21:1-22:21) 


C hapters 21 and 22 provide a magnificent climax for 
the last book of the Bible. In the opening verses of 
chapter 21 John gives a short, general description 
of the holy city, the new Jerusalem, which he will fill out 
in the succeeding verses. First there is a description of the 
eternal hlessedness of God's people in the new heaven 
and the new earth. Here John elaborates on the promise 
God had long before given to Isaiah that he would “create 
new heavens and a new earth” (Isa. 65:17), which would 
abide forever (Isa. 66:22). 

Whether John would have us think of the new heavens and 
new earth as a transformation of the existing order, or 
whether this present cosmos will come to an end and a new 
creation will replace it, is not quite clear. In any case, the word 
nnv used by John does not mean simply another, but a new 
kind of heaven and earth. The new creation will have some 
continuity with creation as we now know it, yet it will be 
radically different. What makes it new is disclosed in the 
opening paragraph. Herejohn lays the fullest emphasis upon 
that without which any heaven would be but the shadow of a 
name—he emphasizes the presence of God. In the new order 
God's home will be with God’s people. “He will dwell with 
them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself 
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will he with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death 
will he no more; mourning and crying and pain will he no 
more, for the first things have passed away" (21:3-4). 

Likewise in the new order, John tells us, there is to he no 
more sea (21:1). Behind this strange announcement lies the 
fact that the Jews regarded the sea as a svmbo) of separation 
and turbulence. Throughout the Bible it symbolizes restless 
insubordination (seeJob 38:8-11; Ps. 89:9; Isa. 57:20). and in 
Revelation 13:1 it casts up the system that embodies hostility 
against God’s people. Naturally, then, there is no room for it 
in the new creation. 

The positive side of that blessedness “when the sea is no 
more" is pictured by a description of "the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from (iod, prepared 

as a bride adorned for her husband" (21:2). That is to sav, the 

* 

city originates in heaven and is beautiful bevond all compari¬ 
son. The heavenly Jerusalem. John is told later (21:9-10), 
represents the church, ami a description of that citv is given 
in the dosing vision of the book (21:9-22:5). 

And now, for only the second lime in the hook (1:8), (iod 
speaks. Sealed on the throne (kk! declares, “See, I am making 
all things new" (21:5). Although these words refer primarily 
to the final renewing at the end. the present tense also 
suggests that God is continually making things new here and 
now (compare 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:16-18; 5:16-17; Col. 3:1-4). Again, 
the mighty voice of God is heard saving, “It is done!" (21:6). 
To the mind of the believer the consummation of all that had 
been predicted and promised is so certain that in a sense it 
mav be said to have been reached before it is actually accom¬ 


plished. At every stage of the struggle the believer is conscious 
of the final victory. V'crv appropriately the divine name is 
mentioned to underscore the completion of everything that 
Ciod began: “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning 
and the end” (21:6). 

Io all who are thirsty God promises to “give water as a gift 
from the spring of the water of life" (21:6). In lands where 
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water is such an essential commodity, salvation is beautifully 

y j 

described by the symbolism of a spring and a river (22:1). The 
free offer of the gospel sounds clearly and repeatedly in these 
last two chapters. 

At this point John expands his initial announcement con¬ 
cerning the newjerusalem and presents an elaborate descrip¬ 
tion of the heavenly city (21:9-22:5). He tells us that one of 
the seven angels who had the bowls of wrath spoke to him 
saying, “Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb” 
(21:9). The angel is no doubt the one who in chapter 17 
summoned John to witness the judgment of the great whore 
(the wicked city of Babylon). At that time John was carried 
away in spirit into a wilderness; now, by contrast, he is carried 
away in spirit to a great, high mountain so as to get, as it were, 
a hetter vision of “the holy cityjerusalem coming down out of 
heaven from God" (21:10). 

The fact that John refers twice (21:2 and 10; see also 3:12) 
to the holy city as “coming down” does not mean that he saw 
the city come down from heaven on two separate occasions. 
John is identifying a permanent characteristic of the city; its 
nature is defined by its having come down. The expression 
involves more than a spatial metaphor: the city comes from 
God—it is not merely a voluntary association of men and 
women. With a sovereign disregard of rules against mixing 
metaphors, the beloved community (the church) is portrayed 
as both bride (21:9) and city (21:10-14). In the following 
description of the city and its magnificence, therefore, the 
author presents at the same time a vision of heaven in a 
tapestry of symbolism that describes the churcb triumphant 
in its perfected and eternal glory. 

Although John’s description of the city (the people of God) 
is meant to be symbolic, it is nevertheless pictured very pre¬ 
cisely. The angel who was talking to John “had a measuring 
rod of gold to measure the city and its gates and walls” (21:15). 
The city measures fifteen hundred miles in length, in breadth, 
and in height (21:16). But how can a city be a cube? The 
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description is architecturally preposterous, and must not be 
taken with flat-footed literalism. In ancient times the cube was 
held to be the most perfect of all geometric forms. By this 
symbolism, therefore, John wants us to understand that the 
heavenly Jerusalem is absolutely splendid, with a harmony and 
symmetry of perfect proportions. Furthermore, he says that 
“the street of the city is pure gold" (21:21). In ancient times, 
of course, streets were not paved. In the wet season streets were 
mud; in dry times they were dust. What a contrast to that is 
the new Jerusalem, where the redeemed walk on streets of 
gold! 

The golden city has twelve gates, each made of a huge pearl 
(21:21). The description is magnificently bewildering—and 
John intends it to be that way, so that in our imagination we 
may be carried along with wonder at the splendor of all that 
tiod has prepared for his people. Some individuals without 
much poetic sensitivity have been offended by the material 
grandeur ascribed to the perfect city . If they were to read with 
any degree of understanding the great medieval hymn, “Jeru¬ 
salem the (iolden," 1 they would come to see bow perfectly a 
poet can use material figures to express spiritual meaning. 

L. Two slan/as oi the hymn. translated In John Mason Nealr (l H r i I) from Bernard 
of (‘limy's lengthy porm. "IV ( iontrmpm Mnndi." ma\ serve a* d sample. 


Jerusalem the golden. 

Wiih milk and hones hirst! 
Beneath thy contemplation 

Sink heart and voice oppressed. 
1 know not. () 1 know not 
What joys await us there; 

What radiancy of glory. 

What bliss hrwind min parr. 


( ) sweet and blessed country, 
The home «»f (**i* rim! 
(> sweet and bleMrd muntrv 
That eager hearts expect! 
Jesu. in merer bring us 
To that drar land «>i rest: 
Who art. with (iod thr Father 
And Spirit, rvrr hirst. 


Brmard s porm. "On contempt ot ihr World." running to about three thousand 
linrs, was rcallv writtrn as a hitter satire on thr corruptions current in thr twrlfth 
rrntiirv at Ouny when hr was an occupant ai thr monastery. Within its walls were 
jealousy, vandal, and strife. After castigating thear expressions of woridlinesx. 
Bernard thru turns his thought, wistfully and longingh. to a realm where such eviIs 
will be banished, and purr worship and true love will order all. 
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John next turns his attention to aspects of life within this 
incredihle city. The reader is no doubt surprised that he 
presents heaven without a temple. Unlike Ezekiel, who spends 
four chapters (40—43) in a detailed description of the new 
temp]e,John says, “I saw no temple in the city” (21:22). There 
is no temple or sanctuary in the holy city, for, in one respect, 
the city itself is all sanctuary. Its dimensions, being in the form 
of a cube, are like the Holy of Holies in the Mosaic tahernacle 
of old. The immediate presence of God is no longer in a 
reserved place, entered only hy the high priest, and that hut 
once a year; God is now accessible to all. The assurance that 
the city’s “gates will never be shut by day” (21:25) conveys the 
sense of perfect freedom of access and fellowship with God. 
Normally the gates of ancient cities were closed during the 
night for security reasons, but the gates of this city do not need 
to he closed, for “there will he no night there” (21:25). 

The angel shows John a sparkling river that flows crystal- 
clear from the heavenly throne, which indicates its boundless 
supply (22:1). It was the hope of Israelite prophets that living 
waters would flow from Jerusalem in the age to come (Ezek. 
47:1-12; Zech. 14:8), and the psalmist spoke of a "river whose 
streams make glad the city of God” (Ps. 46:4). Reminiscent of 
the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:9), the tree' 2 of life is present here, 
standing on cither side of the river and yielding twelve kinds 
of fruit. Besides producing fruit to be eaten, the tree also has 
leaves that “are for the healing of the nations” (22:2). The 
saving benefits of the gospel promote the well-being of all 


aspects of personal and communal life. 

Another link with the account in the opening chapters of 
Genesis is John’s declaration that in the holy city there will no 
longer be anything accursed (22:3). Alter A dam and Eve h ad 
sinned by eating o f the tre e of kno wledge, th ey w ere banish ed 
from Eden by t he mercy of God lest they e at also of the Tree of 
life and become immortal in their sin (Gen. 3:22-24)"Now 


2. lien* tlu* term hrr, though singular in number, bears a eoJleciive sense. 
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that redemption has been accomplished, it is safe to eat from 
the tree of life. Paradise lost is now paradise regained. 

At this point the seer of Patmos directs the reader’s atten¬ 
tion to the most important feature of all: namely, that the 
throne of (iod and of the Iamb will be- in the heavenlv 

4 

Jerusalem, and that (hkI’s servants "will worship him; they will 
see his fat e, and his name will be on their foreheads" (22:3-4). 
Then the promise in Jesus’ beatitude will be realized, namely, 
that "the pure in heart. . . will see (iod" (Matt. 5:8). hut what 
does it mean to see (iod? St. Augustine wrestled with this 
question in his classic work. The City of Co<l.' He asks whether, 
in heaven, when we close our eyelids, we will shut out the 
beatific vision. Very sensibly he concludes that this cannot be 
true, for to see (iod means more than to look at (iod. to gaze 
at (iod. In heaven, he savs, "(iod will be wen bv the eves of the 

$ • 9 

heart, which can see realities that are immaterial." Here 
Augustine is reminding us that the verb to see also means to 
comprehend and understand. In its totality, then, one can sav 
that to see (iod involves Ining near (iod, knowing (iod, and 
rejoicing in (iod all at the same time. 

John's words, however, go lievond the thought of seeing 
(iod by either sensory or spiritual perception; he savs that 
(iod’s servants "will see his face" (22:4). What special nuance 
of meaning docs this expression convey? In antiquity to see 
the face of the king signified more than simply glancing up at 
the king when he might be riding bv. The expression implied 
that one was granted an audience with the king, and an 
opportunity to present one’s petition in direct personal con¬ 
versation (Gen. 43:3,5: Kxod. 10:28,29: and elsewhere). Thus, 
to see (iod’s lace is not only to be in God’s nearer presence, 
but also to enjoy a relationship of absolute mist and openness. 
This is confirmed bv John’s following assertion, that (iod’s 
"name will bo on their foreheads," signifying their precious- 
ness to (iod to whom they belong. In short, John is telling his 


V Book XXII. «h*|*cr ». 
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readers that one day there will be granted to the servants of 
God that which had previously been the privilege of the 
heavenly creatures around God’s throne (4:2-11; see also 
Matt. 18:10). 

There is an old saying that in heaven everyone’s cup of joy 
will be full, but some cups will be larger than others. That is, 
the degree to which we shall be able to see God will depend 
in part on the perfecting of our spiritual vision here and now. 
This is why the Bible exhorts Christians to “grow in the grace 
and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 
3:18). As we make progress in the Christian life we gain greater 
capacity to know and understand God. “Now we see in a 
mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12; 

1 John 3:1-3). 

The combination of purity with the vision of God is made 
not only in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:8, quoted 
above) but is also reiterated more than once by early Christian 
writers. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews exhorts his 
readers to “pursue . . . holiness without which no one will see 
God” (Heb. 12:14). Though Christian believers are described 
as children of God, they are not yet what they will be hereafter, 
for when the Lord appears, “we will be like him, for we will see 
him as he is. And all who have this hope in him purify 
themselves, just as he is pure" (1 John 3:2). 

Epilogue: Closing warnings and Promises 

At first reading the concluding verses of Revelation appear 
to be a discordant assortment of brief, staccato-like warnings 
and promises. But more careful attention discloses the work 
of an artist who skillfully reiterates features that were intro¬ 
duced in the opening section of his book. Besides affirming 
the authenticity of his visionary experiences (22:6 and 1:10- 
11), he characterizes his book as a genuine prophecy (22:7 
and 1:3), and indicates that it is to be read aloud in churches 
(22:18 and 1:3). John claims for his work a threefold authen- 
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lication: namely, God (22:6 and 1:1), Christ (22:16 and 1:1), 
and the angels who mediated it (22:16 and 1:1). 

In sharp contrast to Daniel, who was told to seal up the 
record of his visions “until the time of the end" (Dan. 12:4,9), 
John is commanded, “Do not seal up the words of the proph¬ 
ecy of this book, for the time is near" (22:10). In fact, the 
/ 

concluding verses reiterate four times (verses 6. 7. 12, 20) a 


theme found only three times in the rest of the book (1:1 ;2:16; 

* 

3:11), namely, that Christ will come soon and that the interval 
before his return will be short. Because the time is short, there 
will be but little opportunity for repentance and change: the 
wicked are confirmed in their wickedness, the righteous in 
their righteousness (22:11; compare Dan. 12:10). 

In the Christian doctrine of the last things, the imminence 
of the end is moral rather than chronological: each successive 
generation, so far as can be known to the contrary , may lx‘ the 
last generation. In that sense the lime is alwavs near (22:10). 
It is therefore the part of Wisdom for believers to be reads to 
meet their Lord. 

The last two of the seven beatitudes in Revelation pro¬ 
nounce a blessing upon those who olx*v the prophetic mes¬ 
sage contained in the book (22:7), and upon those who wash 
(present tense) their robes (22:14). The washing of one’s 
robes is in 7:14 connected with the sacrifice of Christ: it is not 


a matter of self-reformation but the saving and purifying effect 
of identifying with Jesus' death. It is these who “will have the 
right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the gates" 
(22:14). The privilege of entrance is heightened by listing 
those who are excluded: “Outside are the dogs and sorcerers 


and fornicators and murderers and 


idolaters, and everyone 


who loves and practices falsehood" (22:15). “Outside" docs 
not mean that they are in close proximity to the city : for the 
idea of “outside" we should compare Jesus' reference to "the 
outer darkness" (Matt. 8:12). This list of those who are ex¬ 
cluded resembles in some respects the earlier list of those 
consigned to the lake offire (21:8), but here the first category 
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is “the dogs”—a reference to sodomites. The sentence in the 
original is abrupt, as expressing abhorrence. 

When books were copied by hand, scribes would occasion¬ 
ally add comments of their own or leave out words they 
thought were unsuitable. John therefore includes at the end 
of his book a solemn warning (similar to that found in Dent. 
4:2; 12:32) declaring that nothingshould be added or deleted, 
for the very good reason that it is a revelation from God 
(22:18-19). We might see this as the ancient equivalent of 
copyright. 


The book of Revelation provided pastoral encouragement 
for Christians who were confronted with persecution and 
cruelty. The book was written, we know, to enahle them to 
control their fear, to renew their commitment, and to sustain 
their vision. John’s final sentence is a benediction: “ The grace 
of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints” (22:21). Thus, the 
concluding note is one of comfort, of love, of encouragement. 
There could be no more fitting end for a book that contains 
horrible visions of great monsters and catastrophic judg¬ 
ments. John closes his book with visions of hope and of 
heaven, promising that at the last we shall enjoy the vision of 
God because of the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. 


106 



FOR FURTHER READING 


In addition to consulting articles in Bible dictionar ies con¬ 
cerning Joint, Patinos, Kphesus, Smvrna, Antipas, Nicolaitans, 
and othet names that occur in the book of Revelation, the 
following will f)e of assistance in further study. 

Barclay, William. 7 he Revelation of John. 2 vols. Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press. 1959. A useful coin men tary, designed 
primarily for laypeople (281 and 297 pages). 

Boring, M. Eugene. llei>elation. Louisville: John Knox Press, 
1989. A volume in the series, ‘'Interpretation, A Bible 
Commentary for leaching and Preaching" (236 pages). 
C ’.aird, («e< >rge B. The Revelation of St. John the Divine. New York: 
Harper & Row, 1968. A standard, verse-bv-verse commen¬ 
tary (818 pages). 

K.wcrt. David. The Church Under Fire. Hillsboro, Kans.: Kin¬ 
dred Press, 1988. A helpful and balanced exposition, with 
present-day applications (175 pages). 

Kealy, Sean P.,C.S.Sp. The Apocalypse of John. Wilmington. Del.: 
Michael Glazier, 1989. This is volume 15 in the series, 
"Message of Biblical Spirituality" (260 pages). 
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Mounce, Robert H. The Book of Revelation. Grand Rapids: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans, 1977. A detailed, scholarly work in the series, 
“ The New International Commentary on the New Testa¬ 
ment” (426 pages). 

Schiissler Fiorenza, Elizabeth. Revelation: Vision of a Just World. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991. Assessment of Revelation 
in terms of liberation and feminist theology (150 pages). 
Stott, John R. W. What Christ Thinks of the Church. Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1958. This book deals with 
chapters 1 to 3 of Revelation (128 pages). 

Sweet, J. P. M. Revelation. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1979. A detailed commentary on all passages of the book 
of Revelation (361 pages). 

Wall, Robert W. Revelation. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Pub¬ 
lishers, 1991. A volume in the series, “New International 
Biblical Commentary” (295 pages). 

For discussions of the millennium and chapter 20 of Reve¬ 
lation, see the books mentioned in footnote 2 on page 95 
above. 
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